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Chapter one 


Author's Notes: 
| am deeply indebted to the lovely Slaxll9 for giving me permission to post this. This is my first writing effort 
in years, and | am grateful for both the inspiration and her kindness. 


1955 


"Welcome to Basalt Facility, Miss Robinson. l'm Mrs. Joyce Newcomb, you and | spoke on the phone." She 
warmly shook my hand and led me down an impressively long hallway, our high heels clicking steadily as we 


walked. 


It was my first day as a secretary here; | hadn't started a new job in ages and had forgotten how nerve- 
wracking the jitters would be. Previously | had been a reference librarian, taking the position when | was only 
eighteen, shortly after my parents had died. After five years of dispassionately cataloging and arranging books, 
| desperately needed a change. 


And here | was, rapidly shuttling down the hall with Mrs. Newcomb. Her strides were quick but elegant; in fact, 


everything about her whispered class. She wasn't beautiful but handsome, her makeup tastefully applied, her 
stylishly short brown hair fashionably teased. Her blouse was silk and her skirt cashmere, | was fairly certain, 
both expertly cut. She looked expensive and smelled the same. 


As for me, | had aimed for neat and demure and widely missed both. My wavy long blonde hair was rapidly 
leaving the French twist | had so painstakingly attempted this morning, the makeup | had applied around my 
blue eyes had done nothing to alter the darkness under them, so | heavily applied cake mascara, only to have it 
copiously flake and make my undereye circles worse, my unremitting and sleepless night etched on my deathly 


pale face. 


| was so tired, loudly clomping along, tender feet starting to ache, my head pounding as well. | had anxiously lain 
awake for hours, fretting over what to wear, and my decision reeked of unsound judgement: the white button- 
down shirt and black skirt that | thought would look so chic made me look like a disheveled barmaid (my worn 
skirt riding up distressingly high and my full bust causing the buttons on my blouse to embarrassingly gape). | 
had even put a finger through one of my nylons when | pulled them on. At least | had arrived on time. 


Joyce Newcomb showed me the canteen, the infirmary, and of course | had to be photographed for my ID 
badge (it promised to be a real beaut, one for the ages). | tried not to be irritable; after all, this was what | 


had longed for-a new start. 


The library had lost its luster a very long time ago. While | typed up entries for the card catalog and affixed 
call numbers to spines, furtively trying to avoid human interaction, | lived inside my own head and dreamed of 
traveling the world | never told anyone about this, not even Eddie, my fiancée; instead | surreptitiously ordered 
books by the dozen about foreign countries. When they didn't leave the shelves (because the only books that 
were ever checked out were the pulp novels-the smuttier, the better), | withdrew them from the system and 


sat them proudly on my shelf. | didn't really consider this stealing, though | chose not to dwell on it. 


And the more | read, the more tightly the place closed in. The boisterous, sticky children with their terrifying 
missing teeth, the bored housewives rapaciously devouring filth and demanding more, the lecherous old men, 
and the unceasing, grinding pettiness of my coworkers ferociously ate away at my bones until the only book 
that made any sense was The Great Gatsby, because | too sat on the ragged edge of a universe, blindly longing 


for something | could never have. 


I'd applied for this job as soon as I'd seen the notice, even though it was for just a secretarial position | had to 
escape from my iron bars, and | figured this would be my way out. | had called in sick, coughing a little for 
authenticity, thrown on an angora sweater and cigarette pants and optimistically headed to my interview with 
Dean Hannity. He was a rather intense older man, short and balding, reminding me a little of Edward G. 
Robinson He had asked me what | thought were shockingly inane questions, and a few intensely personal ones 
(Was | married? Could | travel for work? Did | foresee myself having children?). | had truthfully answered no, 
yes, and never, and had left smarting, bitterly disappointed that | had killed my only chance to flee. 


To my astonishment, two weeks later, | received a call from Joyce Newcomb: Could | start on Monday? | 
agreed, despite the fact she hadn't elaborated what my job would be other than | would be working for an 
Agent Jeffrey Isbell. She told me to arrive at Basalt premises at 8:00 am sharp and to dress nicely, giving me 


directions to the building and gently suggesting that living accommodations were available on site. 

While endlessly tossing and turning last night, | had considered her offer, but around 3 am, | rejected it. | had 
taken this job to get away from backbiting and backstabbing, and the idea of living in a cramped dorm full of 
catty women absolutely set my teeth on edge. Besides that, my apartment full of books was my sanctuary. 
Safe and airy and bright, it preserved my sanity-what precious little | had left. 


Around 4, | began to wonder about Agent Isbell, my new boss. Did he look lke Edward G. Robinson foo? Or was 
he a Jmmy Cagney type? Did he have a wife and children? Take them to the coast for a holiday? Sleep was 
finally tugging on me when | decided: Humphrey Bogart, that's who he probably looks lke. | wonder if he wears a 
hat? 

| tiredly warmed to this idea, thinking he would probably be a good boss; gruff and taciturn, but kind and fair 
to his secretary; in fact, a gentleman to all ladies. | faintly smiled at this, and for the ten thousandth time that 
day missed my dad deeply in my bones. 

How | longed to tell him about my day, 

How | longed to make him proud of me. 


How | longed just to see his face again 


The brutal camera flash was still whitely singeing my eyes when Joyce Newcomb produced an impressive stack 


of papers. 

"After you sign these disclosure forms, dear, then | will show you to your desk." 

| blinked rapidly to clear my vision, then quickly glanced through the forms. Written in arch and archaic 
language, they were incredibly hard to follow, but what | could decipher basically stated that what | saw behind 
these walls | was to never to breathe a word about to another living soul. | decided that could agree to that, 
and | signed 

Constance J. Robinson 


Constance J. Robinson 


Constance J. Robinson 


Constance J. Robinson 


/ was now an employee of the CIA. There was no turning back 


"Right this way," Mrs. Newcomb said as we sped down another hall, my bruised feet now throbbing in my 


pumps, "your desk is just outside Agent Isbell's office." 


Remembering my Humphrey Bogart comparison from the night before, curiosity flooded me as | asked her, 


"What's he like?" 


For one eternal, flawless moment, she blanched, the pallor truly stunning on those elegant features, and | felt 


my heart drop hard onto the tile floor. 
More gruff than taciturn, | sadly guessed, hoping he wasn't a yelling sort. 


"Um," and | could tell she was exhaustively searching for something polite, "Agent Isbell is very good at what he 
does." 


"What sort of work does he do?" 


"Oh, he is the best interrogator in the CIA," she said quickly, then furtively looked around as if someone might 
be listening. "And your job is to keep him happy." 


Uh, okay, HI try fo keep his screaming fo a minimum. 

| was badly discouraged and deeply exhausted. We quickly rounded one more corner to what was possible the 
most barren landscape I'd ever seen: a worn metal desk and a gigantic filing cabinet against a wall, both heavily 
scarred, pushed near a very large and heavy metal door. Everything was gray. 

This looks like jail 

| noted the phone and immense black typewriter on the desk, then wondered in growing alarm just how thick 
those gray cinderblock walls actually were. If Agent Isbell wanted to abuse me, he could do so till his heart was 


utterly content. No one would ever hear him. 


Or me. 


Chapter two 


Author's Notes: 
Look for Matt Sorum and Gilby Clarke to make brief appearances. 


"l'Il bring down a coffeepot when | bring you your daily workload. Agent Isbell is your boss and you will report 


to him, of course, but | am in charge of all the secretaries and will be seeing you often" 

| tiredly slumped in that heavy wooden chair and wondered when | could pull my shoes off. 

"Have you given any more thought to living here, Miss Robinson?" 

| have," and she smiled broadly, "rather, I've decided not to," her smile faded to a thin line. Quickly, so | 
wouldn't offend her, "My home is my sanctuary," thinking how impossible it would be to relocate my personal 


library. 


Disappointment colored her face, but she was far too professional to argue with me. "Very well," she said 


simply and left. 

| unsuccessfully stifled a yawn, taking in my starkly desolate surroundings. You gave up books for this? my 
jittery brain reproached, and my eyes fell on that imposing metal door. Lead heavily pooled in my stomach as | 
wondered if my boss was behind it. 

Interrogator. 

Probably intimidating. 

Probably very good at shouting. And brow-beating. 


And eviscerating 


| wearily blew out a sigh as Mrs. Newcomb gently laid my files next to me, and cheered when | saw she had 
brought a coffeepot with her, then faded as | realized there was no coffee. 


| yawned again. 
| hope you're not tired of your job already," she said lightly. 


"No, just tired. Anxious night." 


She smiled kindly. "I hope you get some rest tonight, dear. You do have a very valuable job." 
| raised my eyebrows. Me? 

"Agent Isbell is a very important man. Keeping him happy is crucial," she stressed. 

"Yes, ma'am," | quietly murmured, fatigue settling in hard. "I will do that." 

"If you need me, dial 4 on your phone. Don't hesitate to call me for anything, Miss Robinson" 


"Please call me Cornie," | said softly, but she was already gone. 


Struggling to stay upright, | picked up the folder on top. 

| hope this job doesn’t bore me to death 

Then | opened the file. 

Matthew William Sorum 

Born Orange County, California. Began dealing arms to Cuba after negotiating and facilitating the assassination of 
Gaitan. Brought in for questioning last month, died last week Although no bedclothes had been issued to his cell, 
he was found hanging from a sheet. Probable suicide. 

Oh, | doubt Hl be bored 

| rummaged through the desk drawers to look for typing paper and amazingly, it was there. | inserted a sheet, 
rolled it upward and began to type. Unfortunately, my lack of sleep made my accuracy laughable, and | fumbled 


around looking for a typewriter eraser, which | found, then promptly ripped the paper. 


| hotly bit back an obscenity, then leaned down to get another sheet of paper when | heard a sharp whistle 
behind me. 


"Holy shit, could they not get me a secretary who could at least fucking type?" 
| flinched, then went cold as | realized in apprehension who that voice belonged to. 
Wart, that's not an old man. 


He sounds young 


And pissed off 


| turned and looked over my shoulder to see a slim man, strikingly handsome, roughly six feet tall and about 
25 years old, with long black messy hair. He was clad all in black, with enormous dark eyes, a small silver hoop 
in his thin nose, arms stubbornly crossed, a cigarette dangling from his lips, slender legs defiantly standing his 


ground, the epitome of a gunslinging outlaw. 


And that beautiful face. It was a Gypsy's face, elegant, mysteriously enchanting, and | breathlessly wondered 
how long his ancestors had prowled the globe. 


F he ever had 
Íd prowl on my knees. Id roam this world forever just to see a face lke that. 
Agent Jeffrey Isbell unsmilingly took in my stunned expression, almost as if he could read my addled thoughts, 


took a deep drag from his cigarette, and as he exhaled pointedly fixed me with the most genuinely disgusted 


look | had ever seen on a human. 


Awkwardly trying to compose myself in the face of such blistering scorn, | stood, discreetly yanking down my 
rebellious skirt, and extended my hand. 


"Um, hello, I'm-," 


"I know who you are," he spat dismissively. "You're the dumbass librarian my boss thought it would be funny 
to saddle me with. And | don't have much use for you.” 


He suggestively arched an eyebrow. Those devastating eyes raked cruelly down my body, unashamedly lingering 
at my breasts long enough to embarrass me, indecently staring hard at my crotch, making me uncomfortably 
squirm, down to my feet, then very, very slowly back up, coldly assessing and feverishly groping me at the 


same time, penetratingly smirking the whole way. 


| longed to slap his face, then cover myself in shame, even though | was fully dressed. My cheeks quickly 
heated, and | pathetically peeped, "I can so type." 


"You'd fucking better be able to do your job, cupcake." That cigarette never left his mouth. He stalked over to 


that huge metal door, produced an impressive keyring, unlocked it and slithered inside. 
Like a cobra to its hole, | furiously gritted. 


| sat back down in my chair to mutely seethe, lighting a cigarette of my own. Temples pounding, | began to 
Typing again. 


Who the hell does he think he is? 


My teeth violently ground together until | realized: 

He is your boss. 

Your job is to keep him happy. 

My eyes widened. 

KEEP HIM HAPPY. 

Oh my god 

My heart began racing and | violently shivered as if | had been dunked in an icy bath. 

Noooo. 

That arrogant bastard had just stood there, insolent and cocky, with his legs boastfully open, unapologetically 
fondling me with those black eyes, biblical knowledge in his sneer. | found him extremely attractive until he 
nakedly exposed me with his unflinchingly carnal gaze; now he just made me nauseous. 

Surely | am not expected to sexually pleasure my boss just to keep this job 

| blinked back to Joyce Newcomb. She was Dean Hannity's secretary. 

She didn't seem like a harlot. 


And yet her clothes were so expensive. 


| groaned softly. Get a grip, | scolded myself. He's just a man and theyre all perverts; he's no different than the 
ones that whistle and leer at you every day. You are just his secretary and thats all 


| loudly clacked away in the overwhelming silence. Basalt facility is HOT, | realized as | swept back sweaty 
tendrils. The library had been frigid, land of the cardigan and slacks, but this was nearing Hell's temperature. | 
worriedly sighed, knowing | didn't have any sleeveless dress clothes. | would need them. 


And better deodorant. 


My careening thoughts had caused my typing to reach a breakneck speed, and | finished Sorum's dossier. | 
checked it for mistakes, pleased to find it was perfect, and picked up the next one. 


Gilbert John Clarke 


Born Cleveland, Ohio. Distinguished and awarded physicist. Assembled and stockpiled nuclear weapons in Canada's 


Northwest Territory. Negotiated with several buyers, including the United States. Killed by a single gunshot 
fired by... 


Agent Jeffrey Isbell. 
Oh 


| suddenly pictured Isbell, wild and dark, snowflakes whitely falling on his black hair, firing his service weapon 
into another man, dusky blood luridly seeping on a ghostly tundra. It was surprisingly easy. 


Chapter three 


The shrilly ringing phone startled me back from the frozen north. 
What do | say? | mutely panicked, then grabbed it mid-ring. 
"Uh, Agent Isbell's office," | nervously squeaked. 


A deep, rumbling laugh answered me. "Oh, don't you sound precious," a rich baritone cooed. He laughed again. 


"What's your name, sweetheart?" 

"Uh, Constance Robinson," | blurted, too worn out to keep up with whatever this was. 
‘Riight," he seductively purred. 

"Who is this? | mean, may | ask who's calling?" 

He tittered in amusement. "Mmmmhmm, you sure can. This is Axl in the lab." 

Axl? 

"Can you tell Agent Isbell he is needed down here? Please, honey," he added. 


"Uh, yeah, um, yessir. | will pass along your message." | normally did not stammer, and actually considered 


myself rather articulate, but today was decidedly not my finest hour. 

More like the twilghts last gleaming 

"Thank you, darlin." | swore | could hear him smiling over the phone. "You have a great day now.’ 

A lab, huh | hadnt seen that 

Wonder what else she wouldn't show me? 

My fevered curiosity now provoked, | leaned back in my chair and pondered the immense size of the two 
conjoined buildings of the Basalt facility, disinterestedly listening to my stomach growl, then jumped again when | 
looked into Joyce Newcomb's face. 


"Haven't you taken your lunch yet, dear? It's after one o'clock" 


ks that all? | hadn't thought at all about eating, but now it sounded absolutely heavenly. | hoped she would join 


me for lunch, but she was briskly moving away once more. 


"You have one hour. You may eat at your desk or in the canteen, which is down the hall and on your left." 


Knowing | wouldn't be able to successfully relocate the canteen without a heavily detailed map and a full 


platoon of scent hounds, | picked up the sandwich | had blearily packed this morning. 
Had it really only been this morning? H feels lke three days ago. 


"Thank you, Mrs. Newcomb. I'll eat here Today." | tried to smile, wishing she would stay here with me, that she 
would reassure me that | was just a secretary, | wasn't expected to do things, and working for that jackass 


Isbell wouldn't dismally erode my spirit any more than it already had. 
My sandwich was dry and useless, and | impatiently grabbed the book that | had packed. 
AFRICA. 


My hands reverently held this sparkling jewel as | blissfully soaked in every word of the text again. Belgian 
Congo. French West Africa The beating heart of the dark continent, all thick green forest and heavy, thundering 
rains, and | lovingly caressed the page, an undefined, unbidden longing gnawing so violently inside me | was 


grateful | was seated. 
"Ever been?" a gentle, deep voice asked. 
"Oh, uh, no," | whispered, surprised, peering up at a red-headed stranger. 


He affably smiled, and it was genuine, with even white teeth and blue-green eyes that looked silver, in a finely- 
boned face almost too prettily feminine to belong to a man. His long straight red hair lay against his starched 
lab coat, where his hands were in his pockets, and he wore a white dress shirt and light-colored slacks, both 
immaculate. To my amazement, he sported a pair of Converse sneakers, also pristine, on his feet. While | took 
in his casually stylish appearance, he thoughtfully regarded me as well, slightly tilting his head, serenely 


radiating calm. 
"Want to?" he whispered back, and his good cheer was infectious, the closest | had been to comfortable all day. 


"Yeah, desperately," came out on a small giggle. He wasn't flirting with me, just friendly, and his appraisal was 
benign and pleasant, not the pitiless vivisection Isbell had performed. 


‘lm Axl, | work here as a pharmaceutical scientist," and he amiably extended his hand. "You must be Miss 


Robinson" 


| stood and cordially shook it, a small flicker of confidence making a welcome first appearance. "Please call me 


Connie." 


As | sat back down, he grinned happily and perched on the corner of my desk. The sleeves of his lab coat rode 
up when he rested his arms on his knees and | noticed an elaborately tattooed cross peeking from under the 
right one, unsubtly hinting at a latent rebellious nature. 

"Aren't you a beauty? Hell, I'd confess to kidnapping the Lindbergh baby to you. Even if they would light me up." 
Such an easy charm. Why can't you be my boss? 

Why did I get sent to the Dark Lord Lucifer? 


Sharp apprehension suddenly raced through me. "I didn't get to give Agent Isbell your message." 


Axl warmly chuckled. "Oh, he didn't need it, he was coming to the lab anyway. | just wondered if his new 


secretary had arrived yet" 
Couldn't you have just asked me that? 


My annoyed face must've instantly telegraphed my peevish thought, because Axl bent down and murmured 


near my ear, "Forgive me, Miss Robinson, | just could not contain my curiosity about you." 
Oh, please. 


But his eyes were sparkling, slight crow's feet deepening kindly around them, like we were both in on a discreet 


private joke. knit this a hoot, they seemed to say, and | was overwhelmingly grateful that one person had made 


me smile Today. 


"So, Isbell gets a ravishing secretary, and what do | get?" He threw up his hands in mock exasperation. "All this, 


and Heaven too?" 

Then he teasingly elbowed me. "And you want to go to Africa. What's in Africa, sweetie?" 
| met his silvery gaze and shrugged. "Nothing. Everything. 

Woman, make up your mind, he mouthed slowly, his eyes exaggeratedly opening. 


| laughed, for the first time in ages. "| mean, it's not here, y'know?" | had never discussed this out loud, ever, 
and | had no idea | would be at such a complete loss for the words to describe it. 


"Wanderlust." 
| nodded. Yes. Thats it 


His head tilted again as merriment played all over his delicate porcelain face. "And yet, here you are, chained to 


this desk. Since | have so much pull here, I'm going to get you a promotion" 

| barked another delighted laugh. 

"Weill put you in the field. How does that sound?" 

‘Perfect You'd better get on that. It may take a while. 

Another big grin. "Yeah, its more than that hard-assed sonofabitch you work for would do 
My smile instantly faded. 

"Met him, huh?" 


| slowly nodded, gloomily dropping my eyes and sighing. | was begrudgingly awestruck how even the thought of 
Isbell could slaughter a jovial mood. 


"How'd that go," he darkly muttered, pointedly looking at the floor. 
"My first impression was..uninspired." 


"Uninspired Huh. So, | take it he acted like a complete horse's ass?" Axl snorted derisively and crossed his arms. 
"Well, he doesn't disappoint.” 


| looked up in surprise. This didn't come from wretched underling who had to submissively toe the line. This 


was frank assessment. 


His lips formed a thin line. "Please be patient. | know you probably already want to slap the shit out of him" He 
quickly glanced at my face, reading my eyes. 
"You don't want to quit, do you?" 


| briefly shook my head. It hadn't occurred to me to quit, to tell Isbell to take his wicked leering and shove it 
up his ass, because, truthfully, | needed this job. My rent and my bills were my own responsibility. | had moved 
out of Eddie's apartment two years earlier, my parents were buried on a hilltop, and | was truly on my own. | 


had zero aspirations to be a housewife, and if | didn't work, | would starve. 


He said softly, "Good. Good girl. Give it a chance here. Who knows, this place might grow on you. In more ways 
than one." 


He playfully winked at me. “llegetimi non carborundum." 


| beamed, joyfully pleased he would know I'd understand. 


‘Or illegetimus, such as the case may be." 


"I won't let the bastard grind me down," | solemnly promised, my right hand holding up three fingers. Scout's 


honor. 

He stood up, grinningly saluted me and self-assuredly strolled off. 

| disliked watching him go, | decided, and picked up Clarke's file again 
Poor bastard Wonder what he did to elicit Isbells murderous wrath? 


| shook out a fresh sheet of typing paper. My screaming headache had returned, my back dully ached from 


this chair, and Kilimanjaro seductively winked at me from the cover of my book. 

‘Come home," it lovingly beckoned. 

| can't, Im just a lowly secretary, wondering if | had completely lost my mind or was | working in installments. 
CLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACKCLACK 


Í could use an Arctic breeze right now, realizing in irritation that my shirt was gaping across my breasts again 


and now damply stuck to me. 
Isbell | could Ive without 

| paused 

Gibert Clarke probably had the same sentment 

| yawned as | finished Clarke's folder, pulled the paper free, and realized | wasn’t alone 


He was barely an inch away from me, his right thigh searing unremitting heat onto my arm. He disdainfully 
dropped my ID badge in my lap, drew a match up the leg of my chair to light a cigarette, then gracefully 
scooted his thin frame onto my desk. He sat directly facing me, and | watched him pull himself up to haughtily 
peer down at me, much too close for my comfort, the Devil himself leaving the comfortable confines of Hell 


and paying me an unwelcome personal visit. 


Those dark gray eyes bored into me unwaveringly. "Africa," he murmured in disgust, and | gathered that Isbell 
would never yell, he was actually rather soft-spoken It did absolutely nothing to settle my nerves, which were 
now tautly strung tighter than piano wire. 


"A beautiful woman is a liability anywhere. But Africa?" He derisively snorted and rolled his eyes, as if my 


dimness was more than he could ever calibrate. "Maybe you can travel to Tsavo and be eaten by a lion. That's 


in Kenya," he added meanly, contemptuously implying | was far too stupid to know my geography. 
And the unfortunately consumed railway workers. 
Did this pompous bastard think that | worked in a library for years and never picked up a book? 


| purposely met that ruthlessly hard stare for the first time, an ornery defiance gently kicking to life inside 


me, silently challenging him. 

Oh, surely you can come up with an insult better than that. 
You seem like a smart one, even if you are a litte unhinged 
"Trying to get rid of me already, Agent Isbell?" 


‘Of course," he stated evenly, calmly speaking through a mouthful of smoke. "I've just met with Dean Hannity 


about terminating your position” 
"NO!" | shouted, hysterical panic clawing at my chest, breathing faster. "Why?" | cried plaintively. 


Evil satisfaction crinkled around his eyes. "Because | don't need a secretary, especially not a dumb blonde," he 


drawled quietly. "And | prefer to pay a whore by the job." 

| gasped, wide-eyed and openmouthed, the air audibly leaving my lungs. 

He shamelessly eyeballed the rapid rise and fall of my chest, his cold eyes every bit as grasping as his hands 
would be. | could feel every degrading hard squeeze, and bit the inside of my cheek to squelch a retort, my 
hands unconsciously making fists, bitterly registering the unfettered glee filling his handsome face. 

He leaned in, his thin lips edging up in a belittling sneer. "Isn't that how you paid the bills when Mommy and 
Daddy croaked? When you found your precious Eddie balls deep in another woman?" and | instantly jerked back 
as if he'd struck me directly in the face. 

Oh my god. He knows everything 


His hateful eyes never left mine as he smirked and dragged hard again, exhaling through his nose. 


‘Jeannette Mills," he smiled demonically, revealing ferocious white teeth, and | tried unsuccessfully not to sob 


out loud. 


| couldn't look at him; he'd won and he knew it. Out of the corner of my eye, | saw him intentionally ash on the 


floor. | desperately craved a cigarette of my own, too physically drained to reach for them. 


"Its five o'clock, sweetie," he taunted. "Your time here is over." 
"Do I..," fear made me hesitate, my words soft, "do | still have a job?" 


"Hannity says you do, | say you donf," he arrogantly scoffed as he hopped off my desk. Then he disdainfully 


looked down his nose, his cruel eyes unashamedly fondling me again 
"Although | may ask you to open your legs sometime." 
Those hard eyes narrowed. "Maybe | won't ask." 


In the time it took to realize that was an undisguised threat, Isbell was gone. | slowly gathered my things, 
inelegantly fumbled through my purse for a smoke, and dragged myself out the door. 


That night, | smoked until my lungs ached as | frantically wandered all over my small apartment. | hadn't paced 
like this since Mom and Dad died, aimless frustration outlined in frustrated despair. My uncontrollable thoughts 
violently collided until one scrabbled onto Gilbert Clarke, lifelessly leaking brains in the snow. Isbell had shot him 
in the left eye at point blank range, and Clarke was dead before he hit the ground. 


ls that what happens when negotiations stall? 


| wearily sighed, forlornly exhausted clear into my marrow. | carefully emptied the ashtray, shut out the light, 


and slept like the dead until the alarm rang. 


Chapter four 


The next morning, Isbell was willfully parked in my chair when | arrived, the black soles of his boots 
obnoxiously pushing against my desk as he rocked on the two back legs, a lit cigarette jammed in the corner of 
his mouth. When | reached him to set down my things, he turned his head and blew smoke in my face. 


He purred in a low voice, "I want," then paused, leisurely drawing a long finger across the chair arm, gazing 


meaningfully at my eye-level bosom, lazy smirk reporting for duty. 


Please dont ask for that. Please be a decent person, at least halfway, | willed internally. / detest you with every 
fiber of my being but | really need this job. 


He slowly licked his lips, his obscene pink tongue damply lingering on his parted mouth, and his black eyes finally 
left my breasts, flickering longingly between my legs, then bored a crude suggestion into mine, raising his 


eyebrows. 


He had me pinned, my subordinate rank demanding | put up with my boss's aggressive come-ons. While | gritted 
my teeth, my eyes reluctantly meeting his, impatiently waiting for the end of his depraved little game, | 
noticed an insatiable glint in his devouring gaze. 


Oh, he was just loving this, a little cat and mouse before the day started to drone. 


"Coffee," he finally muttered, barely audible, abruptly slamming the chair hard down on all four legs, louder 
than a gunshot. As | reflexively jumped, he silently chuckled, then coolly placed both elbows on the arms of my 
chair and linked his fingers, tilting his chin up, arrogantly and majestically waiting for me to meet his command, 
An utterly filthy expression crawled across his face while his eyes voraciously pawed my body. "I'll fuck you 


later." 

Í really hope that's an empty promise. 

Someone, my angel, had set up a table with all the components | would need to make Satan his coffee. | was 
overwhelmingly grateful for the opportunity to turn away from him, though | could feel his impure gaze 
rampantly assaulting my backside. Like a good little secretary, | dutifully measured out the scoops, then 


tamped down a rather violent urge to add poison 


Isbell suddenly materialized beside me, too close, and hotly breathed in my ear, "Do you want to put one of 
these in it?" 


| pulled back to see two small pills in his outstretched hand. Suicide pills, | instantly deduced, and jerked my eyes 


up to his in horror. 


‘Cy-a-nide," he condescendingly emphasized, again snottily implying that | was a idiot. "These will kill me, and l'm 


sensing you'd really enjoy that" He smiled thinly, noting my openly shocked reaction, and neatly tucked them 
back in his pocket. 


"Don't worry, sweetheart, | won't tuck them in your sandwich or anything," he sing-songingly taunted as my 


face paled. Demonic jubilation danced in those hooded dark eyes; he was positively /uxuriating in my unease. 

This probably makes your dick hard, | thought in disgust. 

He moved even closer, his blazing body heat wickedly radiating up my back. "As a rock," he quietly murmured, 
his soft lips pressed against my neck, and for one thoroughly appalling moment | thought he was going to rub 
himself against me. 

Maybe he wasn't kidding earlier. 

He ominously chuckled and slipped away. | let out a breath that | didn't know | was holding and furiously dropped 
into my chair, slapping the desk with a frustrated hand, then pulling it back with a wince. Isbell made me think 
about committing murder more seriously than anyone | ever met, and he had no idea how close | had been to 


snatching one of those pills out of his hand. 


Or maybe he did, and fearlessly, unblinkingly upping the ante was his modus operandi Maybe that's why he 
didn't touch that coffee. 


Or maybe he hadnt wanted it 

OF course. It hadn't been about that at all 

| infuriatedly choked back a blistering curse and looked straight up at Joyce Newcomb. 
Oh, hi, you just missed the show. 


"Good morning, dear," she graciously smiled, attractively resplendent in a soft sweater and pearls. Real ones, | 


thought, noting the gorgeous opalescent sheen and the carefully handtied knots between them. 
Wonder what Id have to do to get a set of those. 
A little more than banter, ld imagine. 


She gently dropped the files she was holding onto my desk with a small thump. "Are you keeping Agent Isbell 
happy? | smell coffee,” she glinted, far too perky for this hour of the morning. 


If sadism is his bag, Im keeping him elated, | reflected sourly. Before | dropped off to sleep, | determined that my 
boss was just a bully to me. An unmerciful, pecking, damned effective bully. | had vowed to myself to not let 
him get the best of me, and this morning's vulgar exchange had completely blasted that idea right out of the 


water. 

| tried to shake him out of my head and force a smile at Mrs. Newcomb, who was waiting expectantly. 

"Oh, | had to put coffee on first thing this morning. You know how he loves his coffee." | hoped | didn't sound 
too fake to this very kind woman. | certainly didn't fake anything when | interacted with my boss, every 


reaction | had to him was sincere and visceral 


She smiled warmly, a hint of maternal pride in her face. "I'm glad you're here. You seem like a stable person, 


and goodness knows Agent Isbell needs stability.” 
Agent Isbell needs my foot up his ass 

And a cy-a-nide pill under his tongue 

fd even volunteer to dg his grave. 


| plastered on another phony smile. "Its nice that you would think | would be a good influence. Why do you think 
| could offer him stability?" 


"Well, you stayed at your last job for five years.” 
Five very long years. 
"At a library, was it? That's a long time in a very quiet place." 


Not that quiet, remembering the voracious and horny housewives, the grubby wild-eyed children maniacally 


running amuck at Story Hour; aghast, | would hastily retreat to a back office and label books. 
Im not stable, Im a coward 

And Agent Jeffrey Isbell will have me for lunch 

Possibly on his desk 


She warmly patted my arm. "| hope you stay with the agency for much longer. You seem to be fitting in 
nicely" 

She left without a sound, and | marveled at that. This place was quiet as a tomb, yet | never heard anyone 
approach. Isbell wore short boots that were probably designed for silence, but Joyce Newcomb wore Italian- 


made leather heels and | never heard their telltale clicking on the floor. 


What is under here? 


Probably Isbells former secretaries 
| stifled a laugh. / should be a professional comedian. Wonder what that pays? 
/ guarantee not half as good as this does. 


When | agreed to take this job, | had been astonished my salary. This was a steep increase from what | made 
as a librarian, and | had been surprised when | learned yesterday that | was only expected to do minimal 
secretarial work (disgusting innuendoes notwithstanding). Now | realized that it was probably to sweeten the 
pot; to keep me meek and docile and not kick Isbells testicles up to his throat. 


| poured myself a cup of still-hot coffee and sat down at my desk to light a cigarette, despondently taking in 
my sterile environment. My shoulders slumped. You traded one prison for another, an internal voice admonished, 


and | wished | had a window to stare out of, visions of inviting, calming skies floating across my eyes. 


You should have been a stewardess and chased a wild blue yonder.| dragged on my smoke and nearly choked 
when | thought, Yeah, that probably wouldn't work. ld hop on a plane and never return 


| snapped out of my blissful interlude, opened a drawer to retrieve my typing paper and glanced up at my 
jailer. He raised his black eyebrows, looked hard at my coffee and cigarette smoldering in the ashtray and 
reproachfully crossed his arms with an exaggerated sigh. 


"Don't we give you enough to do, beautiful? | don't think you've worked hard enough to take a break" 


Out of childish spite, and because | loathed this bastard and would embrace any opportunity to stick it to hin, | 
stubbornly decided to finish both. | banged the drawer shut and coolly met his contemptuous gaze over my 


paper cup. 
Isbell recognized my willful insubordination, and balefully stood over me. 
"Your position is far from secure," he viciously hissed. 


| didn't doubt him for a second, figuratively and literally. | was /ivid, but utterly determined to keep my face 
blank. | slowly sipped my coffee and took a final drag from my cigarette, pursing my disobedient lips as | 
exhaled, fleetingly enjoying our staring contest. 


He wordlessly fumed as | stubbed out the butt, emphatically, brattily tamptamptamptamping it down. | 
unhurriedly stood to defiantly throw away my empty cup, deliberately walking away from him, not even caring 
that his eyes were glued to my ass. | tasted victory, af last, until he said in a low voice, "You know, he married 


her. 


| felt chilled all the way down my spine, like he had dragged an icy finger there. He silently, stealthily, moved 


closer until he was facing me, but | wouldn't look at him. 


"Now she moans on top of him every night," and my startled eyes met his face then His huge, darkly 
expressive eyes were hazy, like he was describing a beautifully perfect autumn day. 


How did he know what | had seen, in vivid, writhing detail? In the flesh? 


"She's pregnant," he smiled sweetly, or what passed for sweet on him, and my traitorous knees threatened to 
drop me to the floor. "I mean, | know you didn't want kids, but she was willing to give him a baby." he airily 
trailed off for effect. 


| hate you, Isbell,” | whispered, unshed tears hotly pricking my eyes, my stomach violently clenching tightly, his 


words punching me in the guts. Fire me, / don't care, just get me away from you and your wicked tongue. 


‘Do you?" he purred in a silky voice, a laconic smile playing on his lips. "Good It will make my dick sliding in and 


out of you so much more satisfying," as he suddenly grabbed my wrists and sharply pulled my body to his. 
"Nol" | screamed, jerking backwards. Isbell had a grip like steel and he had me. | was swaying in my heels, 
desperately trying to pull away, but it was like resisting a sprung trap. | frantically looked in his cold eyes, 
knowing fighting was futile, and he abruptly released me, smirking in triumph. 


| rubbed my throbbing wrists, breathing hard. | knew Isbell was no gentlemen, but | honestly hadn't expected 


him to ever actually hurt me. 
He stepped close to me again, gently taking hold of one of my wrists again, sensually stroking it with his 
fingertips, then brazenly traveling up the smooth skin inside of my arm. "Not like that," he muttered in a low 


voice, his nose nearly nuzzling my cheek "Ill make you beg for me." 


| audibly gasped as he lowered his head. | wanted to slap him and run, but my body was frozen in shock, his 
quiet voice slithering hotly across my skin 


"I will have you on your hands and knees coming your brains out, screaming my name." His lips were nearly 
pressed to my jawbore, his torrid body heat warming my own. He slowly turned his head and softly kissed my 


cheek, then released me and disappeared. 


Wiping furiously at my cheek, | sank into my chair and started uncontrollably shaking, mute sobs clawing at my 
chest, strongly willing myself not to cry. 


You can't quit, | silently told myself. You can’t go back now. 
There's nowhere to go back to. 


With shaking hands, | reached in my pocketbook for a cigarette and got it lit on the third try. 


Quick drags followed 

You need a plan, one that doesn’t involve feeding hm those cyanide pills 

But | Ike that plan 

| snorted. And Im the stable one 

Stabilty. That's it Thats what she said he needed 

| deeply pulled on my cigarette. And he's fighting tooth and nail to undermine yours 

He's the best interrogator in the CIA, but he's a loose cannon. Clarke was an asset that Isbell had elminated 
He wants you gone too 

| took another deep drag. Oh he wants a Itte more than that 

‘Don't worry, sweetheart" ‘Not Ike that 


His husky purr snaked across my ears again. Isbell's voice was soft, and almost golden in tone, but it spilled 


from a man so vile it was sickening. 
| lit another cigarette from the butt of the old one, much calmer, now able to assess my situation 


Those pills could've been aspirin He's just mindlessly toying with you, and you get all flustered and play right into his 
hands. If you don’t let him rile you up, hell get bored and leave you alone. Dont give him any satisfaction Go numb, 


Oh, yes. Numb | could do. It had moved in after my parent's deaths, and after my fury at Eddie's betrayal had 
slightly waned, became lord of the manor. It had worked great in the library, typing cards, ignoring gossip, 
enforcing silence, running from conflict. Day after day, year after year, until one day | decided that it wasn't 
enough. 


Chapter five 


Whether he was busy cavorting as the CIA's smug firebrand, or because he was playing another petty little 
game, Isbell did not return for the rest of the week. Mercifully, Friday silently bled into the weekend, and | had 
two days away to devote to myself. 


| was paid my exorbitant salary once a week, and a cursory glance around my closets and refrigerator 
suggested that | spend some. While my pragmatic self insisted that | bank my money (lest this job end sooner 
rather than later), my wounded pride groused that | desperately needed better clothes. My appearance the 
first day had been less than stellar, and as the week progressed, accelerated downhill. Basalt was so hot, 
everything | wore stuck to me, and the heavy sweaters | had reluctantly dug out and worn had been 
unbearable. | had also worn the same faded black skirt that irritatingly rode up every day and prayed that no 


one had noticed. 


The swelter didn't bother Joyce Newcomb at all. She never had a hair out of place, her armpits were never 
damp, and she always smelled of Chanel perfume. | would see her covertly eying me, motherly concern sweetly 
filling her face as she realized the back of my shirt was wet. She never reproached, not a word, even as she 
took in my obstinate hair doggedly leaving the chignons and twists | tried so damned hard to produce every 


morning, my damp, worn-out sweaters that were slowly smothering me. 
On Friday, she kindly smuggled in a fan and hid it under my desk. 
"Don't let Agent Isbell see this," she whispered as | disbelievingly stared at her. 


You think he won't notice? 


The sultry heat never bothered him either. He wore what | guessed passed as a uniform for him: black long- 
sleeved Henley shirt, tight black jeans, black boots, black leather jacket. If he wanted to strut around like a 
bad-assed desperado, he certainly looked the part. When | met him, he was wearing a black leather cap perched 
jauntily on his head; this, along with his nose ring and long hair, led me to wonder, how in the world did you end 
up in the CIA? Where did they find you? 


| shook him off in sickened revulsion. | deplored how often he maddeningly snaked into my thoughts, even when | 
wasn't at work. | had arrived at a trendy boutique, one that Mrs. Newcomb would not be a stranger to. | 
rooted around the racks, deciding thin silk and lightweight linen would be my best options. | grabbed at a riot of 
color, reds, blues, greens, and gentle pinks, and headed to the changing room. The overhead lighting turned my 
fair skin a lovely shade of light green, but after a small eternity buttoning and unbuttoning, zipping and 
unzipping, | impulsively decided to buy everything, plus new lingerie, several pairs of Cuban heeled stockings and 
their belts, and my favorite purchase, black and cream spectator booties with tiny bows. 


Maybe now | will look as pulled together as | want fo feel 


Maybe | will feel more like a dignified CIA employee and less lke a protesting, squeaking mouse Agent Jeffrey Isbell 
disdainfully dropped a drinking glass over. 


| gawped at the receipt. | had never spent that much money on clothes in my life. | had bought easily a 
month's worth of workwear, and yet it hardly made any dent in my paycheck. My generous salary made me 
uneasy, but again | chalked it up to dealing with Isbell's diabolical temperament. 


Combat pay. For all the shit | have to take off him, | deserve new clothes. 


Possibly a new car too, | thought as | found a parking spot at the grocery store. Food shopping was nowhere 
near as gratifying as clothes buying, and | briskly filled my cart and checked out. On my way back to my car | 


noticed a bulletin board inside the store. 
AMERICAN AIRLINES NEEDS YOU 


It was an application for stewardesses. A deep-seated longing stirred as | studied the flyer, my heart lifting in 
my chest. It gave an address I5 minutes away (I drove an hour to Basalt) and a telephone number. Hope now 


blossoming, | anxiously raced back home. 


| shot through the door and frantically dialed the number. A warm, cheery voice answered and after helpfully 


taking down my information, informed me | had an interview Wednesday at one o'clock. 


| wanted to weep in relief. There must be a God 


Sunday, | opened all the windows in my apartment as | cleaned it to let in the promising sunshine and fresh air. 
| dearly loved this bright little place, tucked quietly on the outskirts of town. When | lived with Eddie, our place 
had been broken into, and after our breakup, | chose to live in a safer location, even though it was much 
farther from the library. My neighbors were polite and distant, crime was unheard of, and | bought the best 


locks money could buy. 
Originally, | had planned on dusting and rearranging my books, but, as it normally happened, | just blissfully 


reread them. | wound up contentedly wrapped in a worn cardigan, sipping hot tea out of a chipped tea cup, 


perched on my comfortable old couch, my eyes gorging on the vivid and dazzling photographs. 
BALL. 
Maybe one day Hl get to fly there, | smiled. 


Alluring, beautiful wide-eyed dancers with their red lips and golden headdresses beckoned to me with upturned 
hands. 


Hl see you soon, | giggled as | hugged my book to my chest. 


Chapter six 


My glowing good mood carried into Monday but evaporated as soon as | entered the silent, airless tomb called 
Basalt. Even though | planned on resigning as soon as possible, | had brought a green plant in from home to 
place on my desk, just to look at something that wasn't gray, but Joyce Newcomb had gasped and tutted, "Oh 
no, Dean Hannity would never approve," and whisked it away. 

Agent Isbell wouldnt mind. He'd probably farm poison trom it 

Then have Axl concentrate it in pill form. 

And hand it to me with his trademark smirk 

My jumbled thoughts alit on the MIA redhead, the only semblance to a friend | had. 

He's just busy in his lab 


Wish he'd come back 


Longing for Axl and his gentle humor occupied me while my steady fingers flew swiftly over the keys, my 


redundant clacking filling the air until a shadowy figure materialized in the doorway. 


"Miss me?" he growled, leaning back on the door and crossing his arms. His cheerless thin face resembled a 


skull when he raised his eyebrows. 


| glanced at him impassively, feigning boredom, determined to not let him get the better of me ever again, to 


proudly leave here on a single note of triumph. 
"Aren't you going to say good morning to your boss?" 


| immediately turned back to my typed page and didn't respond. It was easier to do so when | didn't look at him, 


because for some reason his darkly wicked countenance seemed to bring out the devil in me. 


He savagely covered the distance between us on long, black-clad legs, as swift and silent as death. When he 
reached me, he angrily bent down and roughly grabbed my shocked face. 


‘Look at me," he viciously spat, his quiet voice full of venom. 


My heart was thudding wildly, a chilled fear lightly kicking to life, but | still managed to level a calm, 


uninterested gaze. 


His thin mouth tipped up on one sinister side as he released me, then he gently stroked my cheek with the 


backs of his long fingers, slowly up and down, his eyes resting possessively on my chest. "Daddy's home," he 
whispered, his head uncomfortably close to mine, his long black hair falling on my shoulder, and | felt a slithery 


recoil roll in my stomach. 

| tried not to look completely sickened as his gray eyes unblinkingly penetrated into mine, his excruciating gaze 
as intimate as a lover's caress, then he leaned forward and lingeringly kissed my cheek, his warm lips 
surprisingly soft against my skin. When | didn't flinch (and it took everything that | had to remain totally still), he 
froze, vicious contempt twisting his exquisite face, dark eyes flashing with provoked rage. He cursed, harsh in 


the stillness, and murderously stalked off. 


Its only for a few more days. Then he'll just be a terrible memory. 


And you know how to live with those. 


When | applied for the American Airlines job, | knew | would have to return all of my beautiful new clothes, 
partly because | wouldn't need them and partly because my salary would be substantially lower and | would 
need the money. Still, | couldn't resist wearing my favorite new outfit, a sleeveless red silk blouse with a tie 
neck paired with a black twill skirt. With my (imitation) pearl earrings and sleek new heels, | felt.polished 
Smart, even. | had even sprung for perfume, sadly not Chanel, and dutifully misted the backs of my knees. My 
studious efforts had not been in vain, when Joyce Newcomb arrived that morning, visible surprise had 
flattened her features. 

"Don't you look nice," she beamed approvingly. 

"Thank you, Mrs. Newcomb." | smiled, warmly enjoying her praise. My bow was tied crookedly, my stocking 
seams needed to be straightened again, and my chignon threatened to leave me alfogether, but | felt as if | had 
accomplished something. 

What, | had no idea. 

"Thank you for the fan. It has helped tremendously.” 


Her face darkened. "Don't let Agent Isbell see it," she leaned in, warning me again. "You are keeping him happy, 
aren't you, dear?" she asked worriedly. 


Soon, he'll no longer be my problem. 
"OF course," | sweetly lied. /m just the sun in his sky. 


"Such a good girl" She patted the back of my hand. "Have you given any more thought to living here?" 


"Mrs. Newcomb, | have accumulated quite a collection of books, and it would be impossible to move them." / 


can’t move in when I plan on leaving this job by the end of the week. 


She sighed, as if that was the most pitiful excuse she'd ever heard. "But Miss Robinson, you drive two hours 
every day. Doesn't that get tedious? All that wasted time on the road." 


"No," | answered truthfully. | used that time to think. Sometimes | brooded in despair, sometimes | questioned 
where is my life taking me, a few times | had cried. This morning had dawned sunny and hopeful and glorious, 
and | excitedly cranked my windows down, mussing my hair a little but feeling alive. 

Again, she patted my hand. "Miss Robinson, you are very young. | wish you would rethink about your decision" 
My heart leaped-she knows-but then | realized she was talking about my refusal to live at Basalt. 


"It would just make your job so much easier is all I'm trying to say." 


"My home is a very calming place, and | don't mind the drive here at all," | said lightly. Why won't this nice 


woman take no for an answer? 
"Keep thinking about it," she tsked. 


After she departed, | briskly typed my files, my blessed fan cooling my exposed skin, until lunchtime, when | 
reached for my sandwich and book. This one was about Argentina, and with two bites | was lost on the 
Patagonia- on horseback, | thought dreamily. | thumbed and chewed, thundering away at the bottom of the 
world, almost feeling the light rain gently misting on my face, then | felt a hand touch my shoulder and nearly 
shot out of my skin 


"Is me. Didn't mean to frighten you." His quiet voice was soft, and deeper than | remembered. He had a hand 
on my chair arm, crouching down next to me, dazzling in his sharp white lab coat and playful black sneakers, 
his silver eyes gleaming. 

‘Axi! Where have you been?" 

"No rest for the wicked," he grinned. "Where were you?" 

He glanced in my lap. "Argen- tina?" His voice trailed up in surprise. 


"Tierra del Fuego," | whispered. My book had called it The End of the World 


"Land of fire." He chuckled. "Shit, don't you get enough of that round here?" He leaned in further, to murmur in 


my ear, "Darlin, you don't even want to know what goes on in Argentina” 


He pulled back, his face growing serious, his merry eyes darkening to a somber green 

"I'm not here on a social call, honey.” 

Taken aback at his suddenly grim demeanor, | searchingly looked at his pale, haggard face. His eyes were 
bloodshot and tired, violently purple circles dark in the corners and underneath, and | guessed it had been at 
least three days since he had shaved. | wanted to offer him a chair, and | knew he was too much of a 
gentleman to accept mine. 

He cleared his throat, and | knew his uncharacteristic grave expression meant bad news. 

"Oh?" 


"Isbell says you won't talk to him." 


| deliberately held Axl's gaze, so that he would know | was speaking the truth. "I don't like the games he plays," 
| said quietly. 


‘lm sure you don't. You're a smart one, and he doesn't know where his job begins and ends." He gently stroked 
my arm reassuringly. "I'm sure that bastard has been just busting his ass making this as difficult for you as 
he possibly can. But," he peered at me intently, "your job is to keep him happy.” 


| winced and turned my head. & that even in the realm of possibilty? 


"Alright, maybe happy is a stretch. Just at a controlled burn, okay?" He sighed. "Because, Connie, you really 


don't want to make him mad. You wouldn't like him then" 
| dont lke him ever. "Ill try to." 
"Yeah, well, don't put any effort into it or anything. Still thinking about quitting?" 


"All the time," | admitted freely. There was something trustworthy about Axl, whether it was his usual good 


nature, or his sharp intelligence, or maybe it was his fiery red hair, but | knew | could confide in him. 

His exhausted face grew even more serious. "Don't quit. Please," he earnestly implored. He shifted on his feet, 
then gently took my hands in his. "It will get better. | can't promise you Africa, or Tierra del Fuego, or even 
Detroit, but | do promise you it will get better." 


You bet your sweet ass it will The second as my plane takes off 


He searched my eyes, his worried, silvery gaze full of concern and kindness, then he pulled the back of my 


hand to his mouth and softly kissed it. It was an honest gesture, one that said, / give you my word 


He tiredly sighed again and gave me a sad, thin smile, one painfully verging on pity. 
What was that about, | wondered in bewildered confusion at his retreating back. 


Later, | found out 


Chapter seven 


Wednesday morning had been hectic but delightful. | had risen early and readied myself, taking immaculate care 
in my appearance (car windows stayed up), dressing in a lightweight baby pink angora short-sleeved sweater 
and heather gray skirt, my obstreperous blonde hair sleekly tucked up, black eyeliner perfectly winged, faux 
pearls glowing on my ears and around my neck. My soft pink lipstick perfectly matched my top, after much 
trial and error, and my fingernails glowed frosty as well. | had strategically timed my interview during my 


lunch, when | could slip away unnoticed, and my desperate heart had pounded nervously all day. 


It was proving far too difficult to focus on typing, so | devoted myself to filing, defiantly scooting my 
contraband fan over to the enormous filing cabinet outside of Isbell's office. Normally white-hot curiosity 
pawed at me anytime | went near it, but today | distractedly arranged the files inside with scarcely a second 


thought. 

| was bent over the bottom shelf when a loud wolf whistle nearly slammed my head into the cabinet. | 
straightened up, gritting my teeth while | plotted his demise, and, as always, because he stood so maddeningly 
close to me and his slender body threw off more heat than a well-stoked furnace, felt him before | heard his 
Voice. 

"Such a beautiful ass," he crooned, settling an appreciative hand on it and squeezing like it belonged to him, while 
his other hand snaked around and gripped my hip, his hard fingers pressing in my flesh. "Just as ripe as those 
tits. | want to take a bite out of you, Robinson, devour you everywhere." 


| contemptuously looked over my shoulder, then sighed and rolled my eyes is disgust, pulling away before Big 


Bad bared his teeth and actually ate me up. "You're charming," | bluntly dismissed. 
"So I've been told" 


Mouthwatering freedom was nearly in my ravenous maw, making me boldly flippant. "May | go to lunch, Mis-ter 


ls- bell?" 
The faintest wisp of anger shadowed his face, nearly imperceptible. 
"Certainly," he calmly drawled. "Your interview's been canceled." 


Those unfeeling, cold eyes took in my startled gasp, the way | bent forward as if he had physically landed an 
abdominal blow, then grabbed my chin and roughly forced my head up. 


"You'll never work for anyone except me. And you need to lose the attitude if you wish to remain my 


employee." 


| jerked away from his grasp, then ran down the hall to the ladies‘ room. | perched on one of the toilets, 


covered my devastated face with my hands, and bawled and bawled. 


That rest of the afternoon ticked away in a heartbroken haze of misery and silence, filing sadly and 
desperately longing to go home. At ten till 5, | sat down at my desk and began anxiously counting the minutes 
when Isbell silently reappeared at my side, as pale and ominous as death himself. 

| looked at the floor, and he jerked the arms of my chair to him, angrily squatted down in front of me, 
grabbed my shoulders tightly with both hands and viciously yanked me forward, his devastatingly cold face not 


an inch away from mine. 


"You stupid fucking cunt," he rasped quietly, calmly deliberating every syllable. "Did you really think you could 


keep a secret from me?" 

| shook my head, sudden, slick terror silencing me. 

He forced his steely fingertips hard into my shoulder sockets and ruthlessly shook me as | whimpered in pain. 
"Don't le to me." His tone and his eyes were icy, but his blistering fury was blazingly apparent. 

| fearfully looked into his soulless eyes and vigorously nodded. 


He moved back and | flinched, certain he was going to slap my face. When he didn't, | opened surprised eyes and 
peered at him. He was still unblinkingly staring at me, but his gaze had softened very slightly. 


| held his vengeful eyes, petrified tears shining brightly in my own. He gently placed his right hand on the side 
of my face and teasingly rubbed my bottom lip with his thumb. Before he could shove it in my mouth, | jerked 
my head away, and he huffed a darkly amused little laugh, then grabbed my chin and jerked it forward. 


"You will never, ever, address me as Mister ever again. You will call me Isbell, or Agent Isbell, and you will 


realize that | am your superior and | fucking demand respect. Do you understand?" 
He momentarily relaxed his grip so | could obediently nod. 

"Say it," he gritted. 

"Yes," | choked, almost inaudible. 

"Yes, what?" 

"Yes, Agent Isbell." 


He faintly smiled in approving scorn, then he placed that hand on my neck, leaned closer and tilted his head to 


kiss me on the mouth. When | ducked my head and bit my lips, he derisively snorted and grabbed the back of 
my neck. | could feel his breath on me cheek as he muttered, "Don't ever lie to me again You can't hide 


anything from me." 
He stood up, slowly pulled up his shoulders and boredly cracked his neck, then twisted his wiry, black-clad 
torso and pulled a red-and-white pack of Marlboros from his back pocket. He coolly placed one between his lips 


and glared down at me. "It's past five o'clock, kid. Go home." 


He placed his right hand on my left knee, squeezing slightly, and struck a match hard with his left hand against 


my chair, pressing closely into me as he did. 


"You will report here in the morning." 


Chapter eight 


Author's Notes: 
| was so deeply impressed by the description of McKagan's pit-viper gaze, | wrote Isbell with that idea in mind. 


| was asleep, dragged under an ocean of unconsciousness, vividly dreaming that Isbell was kissing me, gently but 
insistently. His lips were soft and slightly parted, warm and relentless. He pressed his mouth against mine 


persistently, over and over, faintly grazing, then beginning to torridly linger, possessively claiming me. 


"Mmm," | sighed, and dreamily met his kiss with my own. His breath was hot against my skin, his hand tilting 
my head to him, and my tentative kisses soon grew feverishly responsive. 


His tongue slowly stroked my bottom lip and | obediently opened my mouth, a fiery growing need forcing my 
eager submission He slid his tongue inside and tenderly probed until | moaned into his mouth, unhesitatingly 
mirroring his now-fervent inquisition | felt him smile as he kissed my upper lip, then slowly traced my lips 
with his tongue. He gave my bottom lip a teasing nip, then swept his unrelenting tongue inside again, while his 
hand slipped inside my nightgown and found my naked breast, caressing lightly. He gently rubbed my hardened 
nipple with his fingertips and | groaned into his demanding mouth, and when he tugged on it, | gasped. 


‘bell, | murmured excitedly against his lips, the flickering heat that had been building between my legs now a 
throbbing ache. He pulled back and | deliriously arched up to him with want, then he put a hand on either side 
of my face and kissed me softly, the unyielding, advancing undertow of sleep quickly fading him away. 


| startled awake. Sluggish and muzzy, | threw off the covers and groggily padded into my kitchen to grab a 
drink of water. Uncomfortably realizing | was still slightly achy from my incredibly intense and very unwelcome 
dream, | gave a repulsed shudder and flipped on the light. 

And began violently hyperventilating. 

| had emptied that ashtray before | went to bed 


And | didnt smoke Marlboros 


My stomach immediately flew down, then up, and | hurriedly raced to the bathroom, falling to my knees and 
forcefully retching. Afterward | uncontrollably shook and my teeth chattered, then the heaves returned, 
strained tears pouring down my face. | leaned against the bowl and hysterically rocked and cried. When | finally 
felt steady enough to stand, | blew my nose and splashed my face with cold water. 


He's drugged me, | thought bitterly, frantically examining the crooks of my arms, then the tops of my feet 


(because Isbell wouldn't be obvious), then everywhere, and still saw no telltale needle marks. Then he mustve 


given me a pill, but | knew | didn't feel any lingering, foggy effects from a sedative. 
He had done exactly what he said he would do. 
Hl make you beg for me. 


| had, without words, willingly opened my mouth and passionately kissed him, urgently whispered his name 
against his lips as he groped me. And | shamefully knew if he had pushed my legs open and shoved himself 
inside, | would have blindly rutted against him until he was done. 


| dropped to the floor and vomited again, even though there was nothing left. 


| had buried both of my parents on a bitter, bitingly cold December day five years ago, yet | don't remember 
my heart ever laying as heavy as it did when | reluctantly pulled into Basalt this morning. My hands were 
numb from anxiously gripping the wheel tightly for an hour, my stomach sore from last night's purging, my 
angry throat on fire. 


It wasn't that he had violated me, even though he had, or that my apartment had once again been so easily 
invaded. It was my naked response to his casual investigation that had shattered my heart so irreparably, how, 
with only a few knowing touches, he had been able to so easily, effortlessly collect what was his. 


Daddy's home, indeed 


| fervently hoped that today would be one of his busy days and he wouldn't be in this morning, or ever again, 
but he was perched on the center of my desk like his despicable ass was nailed to it, his slender legs crossed 
under him, coiled like a black cobra and ten times as deadly. 


He probably cleared his schedule for ths 


| couldn't stand to look at the smug triumph frolicking on his face. Isbell rarely looked anything approaching 
happy, but today he was just utterly delighted, his joyful elation hotly blazing around him like unrelenting 


sunshine, replacing his normal virulently poisonous aura. 


"Sleep well, beautiful?" he cheerfully purred, his black eyebrows raised, nearly laughing. He coolly dragged on 
one of those incriminating Marlboros, and thinly smiled as he exhaled through his nose. "Did you dream about 
me? | know it was my name you whispered. | felt it on my lips, right after | felt you up." 


His evil white teeth were visible as he spitefully grinned, overwhelmingly pleased with himself. "| can't say what 
felt better, you or watching you let go. Y'know, | wouldve stayed and fucked you till you were sore, ‘cause l'd 
love to make you heave and buck and squirm, and God knows your wet little pussy was just aching for my dick, 


but duty called, and | couldn't hang up." He chuckled at his sad little attempt at humor and sucked hard on his 


cigarette. 
He exhaled, then he tauntingly winked at me. "But I'll be back." 


| sadly glanced at him, a thick blanket of shame suffocating me, completely broken, no fight left at all in me 
anymore. Those hooded elapid eyes stared back, and they were glittering in victory. 


Still ecstatically smiling, he kicked his long legs over the edge and slid his slim rear off my desk, then bounced 
over to me. He actually had spring in his step, as if we had made love last night, and smirking, lifted my chin 
with a hooked finger. 


"Have a good day, dear. Make Daddy proud," he jeered obnoxiously, and pecked a swift kiss on my lips before | 


could move away, hatefully chortling as he swaggered away. 
| slowly eased into my chair. Every muscle hurt. 


After | left my bathroom, | had raced through my apartment in an impotent rage. After our break-in, | had 
given Eddie my father's gun, and he had wisely taken it with him; now | desperately wanted it back. | had 
checked my locks and found them intact, in fact, Isbell had locked me back in like a gentleman. | ended up 
dragging my dresser in front of my door, then pounded on the floor and screamed until | was hoarse, 


neighbors be damned. 


| painfully got up and slowly made the coffee my boss seldom drank, dully awaiting Joyce Newcomb's arrival. 
When she did, startled concern immediately filled her face. | hadn't attempted much makeup, just some liner 
and mascara to try to mask my red and swollen eyes, not bothering at all with blush and lipstick, and | knew | 
looked whiter than a week-old corpse. 


‘Oh, dear, are you sick? Do you need to go home?" 

Im not sate there. Or anywhere. 

"Just a cold," | rasped, my shredded throat screaming from the effort. 

She placed a cool hand on my flushed cheek, the other hand softly brushing my hair back; | hadn't pulled it up 
and it lay on my shoulders in heavy blonde waves. She gently rubbed my sore back, and her maternal gestures 
were creating an unswallowable lump in my already aching throat, devastated and humiliated tears pooling in 
my eyes. 

How could | explain to her that | couldnt bear to look at myself in the mirror for any length of time? 

"Miss Robinson, you are such a lovely, sweet girl. | hope you feel better soon," she murmured gently, warmly 


hugging me to her, enveloping me with her kind arms and Chanel No. 5. "If you need to go home, give me a call. 


| can arrange for you to take a paid sick day." 


"Yes, ma'am." | badly needed her to let me go, before | broke down in shamefully disgraced anguish. 
Ím not as sweet as you think | am. 


| wouldn't have said no. 


She hadn't brought files today. My assignment was to type up prototype brochures about exciting job 
opportunities in the Central Intelligence Agency. 


Oh, sells trying to be cute, | growled, then winced from the pain. 


| slowly pecked propaganda all morning, a neatly folded pile stacking up by the typewriter. My appetite was still 
dead, and | hadn't been able to manage assembling a sandwich, so | drank coffee and smoked and clacked feebly 
through my lunch, until | felt a strong hand press hard on my shoulder. 


"Joyce says that you are sick. Do you need to need to go the infirmary?" he snapped. 


| weakly shook my head. He placed both hands on my heated cheeks, then leaned close and peered into my face. 
He tenderly stroked my hair, combing it with his fingers, tightly cupping the back of my head and pulling me 
closer, then he pressed his index finger against my upper lip and followed its outline. Distressed by his invasive, 
possessive touches, | dropped my head as my stomach growled loudly. He sighed impatiently and left, quickly 
returning with a tray of soup from the canteen 


"Thank you," | hoarsely whispered, profoundly shocked at his small spark of kindness. 


He dismissively grunted and crossed his arms, his wide-legged gunfighter stance making it crystal clear he was 
waiting for me to pick up the spoon. Obediently, | did, then slowly ate, those rearing cobra eyes monitoring 
every bite. When | finished, | carefully laid the spoon beside the empty bowl and folded my hands in my lap, 
then submissively looked up at him. He nodded and dismissively walked off. 


Close to five, Isbell returned, trademark cigarette clamped between his teeth. "A thousand dressers won't keep 
me out, but | won't be back tonight." He smiled slightly. "Get some sleep. You look fucking awful, although | like 
your hair like this. Don't wear it up anymore." He leaned over me and brushed a lock behind my ear, his warm 
fingertips finding and lightly stroking the side of my neck, and unwanted, unbearably insistent wings started 
beating between my legs again. 


Still softly stroking, as if he could feel the aching, yearning need now smoldering inside me, he tilted his head 
and asked, "Are you going to feel better tomorrow?" His darkly authoritative tone implied that | had no choice 


in the matter. 


‘Mmmhmm," | murmured, and though | didn't want to, | closed my eyes in pleasure, too beaten and exhausted 


to fight the overwhelming desire he was so skillfully stoking to life inside me. 


When | opened them, he was gone. 


Chapter nine 


Surprisingly, Isbell kept his word; he didn't come back to my apartment that night, and slumber finally 
embraced me after only two hours of tossing and turning, trying to desperately elude the truth that he was 
unshakably under my skin. In the morning | carefully got ready for work, selecting a ruffled emerald green 
sleeveless top and brown linen skirt shot with gold, not willing to admit | was twisting my hair up so he would 


notice, trying not to meet my eyes in the mirror at all 


My frayed nerves had been vibrating on edge the entire drive, and when | had arrived, of course Isbell was 
nowhere to be found Joyce Newcomb stopped by, kindheartedly bringing me a thermos of hot tea 


"Are you feeling better, dear? You certainly look it. That outfit is so becoming." 


| couldn't tell her | had specifically chosen my top for its very flattering bust darts and how it accentuated 
my small waist, my skirt because it was much tighter than the others and cupped my bottom in a most um 
secretary-like manner, that my outwardly perceived sweetness was being slaughtered by a heated sexual 


curiosity about my boss and rapidly circling the drain 


My anxious day ticked by endlessly. My job is boring, | decided, when Im not surviving explosions of loathing and 
dread 


My internal butterflies hadn't died down, they had grown in terrifying intensity, and the approximately 15 cups 
of coffee and tea! had nervously consumed demanded my attention. When | returned from the ladies' room, 

Isbell was seated on my desk, my typewriter placed on my chair. He patted the space beside him and | eagerly 
sat, crossing my legs with difficulty in my snug skirt. | saw his mouth amusedly quirk, then he looked me over 


in approval and stretched a lazy arm across my shoulders, pulling me to him. 


"Little spitfire," he muttered, pulling the comb from my hair with his other hand and tossing it, raking his long 
fingers through my hair. He lit a cigarette and dragged on it, then pressed it against my lips. | inhaled in 
surprise, then turned my head to blow out the smoke. 


His arm was furiously heating the back of my neck, his hand gripping my shoulder. He leaned in, his forehead 
close to me, and murmured, "Connie, it makes me sad that when | kiss you, you start to cry. Are you afraid 
of me?" 


He inhaled off his Marlboro, then stuck it between my lips again. He was looking intently in my eyes again, but 
this time, it wasn't a propositioning leer. His gaze was intensely curious, carefully reading exactly what my eyes 
would tell him. 


Exhaling, | nodded, although | was noticing that violence that | had endured a few days ago was conspicuously 
absent. At the present moment, his demeanor was friendly and inviting, something | hadn't known was even 


possible. 


Quietly he asked near my ear, "Are you afraid of you?" and | flushed and looked down. 
| am terrified of what you've awakened in me. 


He chuckled, his fingers purposely lingering on my bottom lip when he placed the cigarette back in my mouth. 
The filter was slightly damp, and | longingly remembered his kiss, his tongue so relentlessly demanding. 


"See, I'm not so bad, am |? | only canceled your interview because you have to be near me." 


| hadn't known who had done that, him or the agency, and my bitter disappointment was quickly fading with his 
captivating proximity. 


He hugged me even closer, settling his hand near my neck. "Don't you /ke being near me?" 
| didn't dare look at him. | couldn't, knowing exactly what he could see in my eyes. 


| had seen it myself. 


"Don't you?" he quietly purred, softly stroking my neck again. His body was pressed against my side now, so 
warm and near, Touching me so insistently and gently, and | slowly gave in to the raging storm pounding inside 
me. My eyes dropped closed in surrender, my back arching in inflamed need. | leaned suggestively into his 
touch, my lips parted in anticipation, and | dazedly opened my eyes to look into his, impatiently awaiting another 
devastating kiss. 


Those huge eyes were riveted to the heaving rise and fall of my breasts, and | thought he was going to raise 
his other hand in unashamed exploration | shut my eyes again, now aching for him to fondle me, only to hear 


him raggedly whisper, "Fuck," and disappear like smoke from a cigarette. 


| didn't move the dresser in front of my door that night. 


| saw very little of him in the following days. Mrs. Newcomb had mentioned that he had recently started a new 
project and would be absent a great deal. Occasionally, he would stop in, in fair spirits, always smoking, sipping 
coffee-that | had made-and pinching my rear as | filed. | would look at him expectantly, waiting for him to act 
on our fiery chemistry, but aside from a few stolen touches and the odd lingering look, he steadfastly, 
maddeningly refused. 


He was a man of such few words, and my curiosity about him damn near killed me. What did he do all day? 
Desperate, | had broken out my encyclopedias and searched for any information | could find on CIA field agent. 


My eyes flickered across the page and settled on an unfamiliar word: waterboarding 


| gagged in horrified disgust when | looked that up, then suddenly went cold all over. Several of the files | had 
typed were of deceased persons who had died suspiciously while they were in CIA custody, specifically under 
kbells watch, of suspected yet wildly improbable suicides after providing him vital information Some of them 


had expired from dry drownings, and | had wondered how that was possible in a cell. 
Suddenly, | knew. 


My very first day, | had discovered Isbell was a cold-blooded killer, and in the days since, | had typed up 
torture after agonizing torture, body after lifeless body, not realizing all roads glaringly led back to him, and | 
was covering his ugly tracks. 


Just another day at the office. 


| knew this, all of it, typed it up in black and white and looked at it without blinking every single day, yet, every 
night without fail, whether | had seen the man or not, my mind dreamed of his searching hands and tongue, of 
him climbing on top of me and him finishing what he began when he had broken in. My arching hips would wake 
me up, painfully throbbing, my loud whimpers echoing in my quiet apartment, and | would clutch my pillow and 
howl in burning frustration, bitterly resentful that he had knowingly aroused this frantic yearning clawing inside 
me and then carelessly abandoned it. 


He never returned to my room, despite his promise. 

Isbell was seated on my desk, his long legs blackly dangling, facing me, indulging in some heavy and welcome 
flirting with his secretary. 

"Give me back my fan," | demanded, leaning forward in my chair, indignant hands balled on my hips. It had 
disappeared that morning and was sorely missed. When | pinned my hair up, he had tugged it down, and it was 


making the back of my neck damp. 


‘No. | like you hot and sweaty. Gives me ideas" Isbell's face never gave anything away, but right now he was 
wearing an utterly depraved smile. 


"But I'm so Aof" | seductively pouted, fluttering my long eyelashes up at him. 

"Don't | know," he breathed, his dark eyes shamelessly fixed on my exposed cleavage. (| had unbuttoned my 
blouse a few buttons. In protest) He leaned in and inserted a curious finger there, unhurriedly teasing the 
crease, his calculating, accurate touch making me absolutely crazed with want. "I've been meaning to find out 
just how hot" 


You have no idea how desperately | wish you would 


| crossed my legs tightly and stifled an aroused moan | was at work 


"But Agent Isbell," both of my lips actually pooched out, "I don't get to go to cold places like Canada and the 


Soviet Union. | cant cool off" 


Undiluted rage contorted his face and he angrily leapt to his feet. "What the fuck!" he exclaimed, and panic 
pinned me in my seat. He had been playful only a moment before. 


"She's been giving you my files?" 

He infuriatedly grabbed the arms of my chair and jerked me forward, 

‘Has she?" he demanded, his voice still quiet, but | knew how destructive his unleashed displeasure could be. 

| gasped and nodded quickly. Now he'll be coming for her, my terrified heart cried. 

Please dont shake her. Ii never forgive myself if you make her cry. 

Isbell wasn't loud, never, but his stiletto tongue was devastating, and | said a silent prayer for Joyce Newcomb 
as he hurriedly swore down the hall. Then | looked down and buttoned my blouse. 

He returned a short time later, dropping from shoulder level a large cardboard box of open files and 
disorganized papers on the floor next to me with an obnoxiously loud bang, startling me. 

"There, you're Axls lab assistant now. He's always bitching he needs one." 

The corrosive anger had left his face, and he was wearing his default derisive expression, the one that said, if 
you are this damn stupid, how are you stil breathing? This was the Agent Isbell that | knew, and my blazing 
desire went instantly cold. 

| sneaked a sideways glance at him, trying to subtly gauge how wild his mood was. 

"What," he acidly spat. 

Does Joyce Newcomb still have a head, | wondered. 


He placed both palms on his thighs and bent down mockingly. 


"Something you'd like to ask? You've got that woman's look on your face like you're about to whine about some 


absolute bullshit" 


| couldn't just blurt out my questions, so | began with a small request. "Please stop pinching my butt" 


"Why, Simone de Beauvoir your idol?" 
"No, it hurts." It did the amount of strength Isbell carried in his hands was astonishing. 


To my disappointment, he was back to normal now; | could tell because his scornful face told me my presence 


was just about sending him over a tall cliff. He rolled his eyes and snorted, scalding contempt smoking off him. 
'| hurt people for a living, cupcake. That's what you've been taking inventory of all this time, genius." 

its true. My throat went dry. Some had been electrocuted by something called a picana, chained limply to a wall 
and worked over. The picana gave off an astoundingly powerful charge, but didn't kill, helpfully leaving the 
victim alive until Isbell smugly returned with it. 

To place it on extremely sensitive areas. 

Again and again. Until he got exactly what he wanted. 

‘Agent Isbell is best interrogator in the CIA." 

"Do, um, do you.." 

"Fuck's sake, don't stutter, dipshit, spit it out." 

| had to ask. It had been eating at me for days 

Are you the monster | think you are? 


"Do you waterboard people?" | whispered, and Isbell threw back his head with a raucous laugh. 


"Look at you, big eyes," he hooted, and | wanted to crawl under my desk and never come back out. "Y'know, Axl 


had said you were too darling for words, but | thought that was just his dick talking.” 
Shoulders still shaking, he crouched down in front of me and contemptuously pressed his nose to mine. 
"Yes, beautiful, | waterboard people, and that is the very least of what | fucking do. | make them cry and 


scream and bleed and shif" and against my lips he cruelly hissed, ‘and / will make you come so hard you fucking 


black out" 


When | returned home, the dresser promptly returned across my door. 


Chapter ten 


Author's Notes: 
"Bright and ravenous" is a direct quote from Project X, too inspirational and descriptive not to use. 


While | genuinely liked Axl, his lab documentation was an astonishing, migraine-inducing disaster. His notes, while 
meticulously, obsessively detailed, were completely out of order, stained with coffee, burnt with cigarettes, and 
stuck together, with what didn't want to hazard a guess. Some were even dotted with what | surmised was 


errant blood. If | dropped a lit stick of dynamite in this box, it would do very little to alter the contents inside. 


All of them were written in an unfamiliar, scientific language | didn't understand; this made for exceptionally 
slow going with typing it, but the lightning focus it required left me little time to think about my boss, whose 
mood had grown even more unbelievably foul than what it normally was. Although he had reined in his viciously 
sharp tongue (he said nothing at all these days), the expanse of his withering silence was impressive, the 
stinging chill radiating from him enough to cool almost all of Basalt. 


| rarely saw him; in fact, | never laid eyes on anyone anymore. Joyce Newcomb never returned (my heart 
broke when | thought about how ferociously he must've berated her), and | spent entire weeks in 
heartbreaking solitary confinement, never speaking to a soul. | was so lonely, | ached, fearful | would shatter 
into a million brittle pieces, haunted isolation here and at home eating me alive. 

| stopped Isbell one morning as he silently skulked through. 

| need gloves." 

"Why," he said dully, unable to tolerate my existence, let alone a demand, "you're always hot." 


"Because," | held my hands up for him to see. They were itchy and red, and beginning to swell. 


"Oh, sweet fuck," he cursed, "that fucking idiot will kill us all, if he hasn't already." He angrily snatched the box 
up and gritted over top of it, "Go wash your hands, you dumb shit." 


Alarmed and frowning, | scuttled off to the ladies room. / liked you better when you didn't talk. 
After lifting the bread and eyeballing it, | reluctantly ate my sandwich, chewing cautiously. What did he mean, if 
he hasn't already? and tried to lose myself reading about the green hills of Ireland. It failed to help, my hands 


still throbbed and itched while my mind raced, worriedly cataloging airborne diseases and toxins. 


Isbell loudly slapped a folder down on my desk. More CIA propaganda, yee haw. 


| venomously glared at him, my eyes narrowing in hostile aggravation 
"What," he asked tiredly. 
"Nothing." 


He lit a weary cigarette, blowing the smoke out of his nostrils, then rubbed an exhausted hand up and down his 


face and sighed. 


"I am so fucking sick of babysitting you assholes, | may never shoot another man ever again" 


The following day, around 4:30, smoking Marlboro between his lips, he crept back to my desk. | glanced up at 
him and his shoulders seemed slumped even more dramatically than usual. A blaze of white caught my 


attention; Isbell had a large gauze bandage taped to his neck and it was haphazardly spotted with blood. 
My stunned eyes widened. "What happened?" 


‘None of your fucking business is what happened," he grumbled, dragging off his cigarette and coolly exhaling. 


"What, you worried about me?" 
| blinked in disbelief. Well, yes. 
"You're bleeding" | said softly. 


"Well, that's what bodies do, beautiful. They bleed and their numbers come up. And | nearly punched mine 
Today." 


He stubbed the butt out behind him on my desk, then noticed | was still open-mouthed in startled shock. 


His tight, thin-lipped smile didn't meet his eyes. "Don't worry your pretty little head about me, Gladys. | have 


nine lives." 


As | prepared to leave, he opened the door to his office and with two fingers beckoned me in. | stepped inside 
the door and was amazed. It was cavernous, probably more so because of the sparse furnishings. He had a 
huge metal desk, much nicer than mine, a phone, and a small table with two chairs. It was dim, lit by lamplight, 
and its most impressive feature besides size was a huge picture window, bare trees scraping the gray sky 
outside. 


Twilight came early these days, forlorn and gloomy, golden smears of fading sunlight diffusing into bleak wintry 


darkness. | walked over to the window and looked out, watching night close in. Isbell stood behind me, fiercely 


emanating body heat, he hadn't been this close to me in a long time, and | peered questioningly at his reflection, 
wondering why he had called me in here. 


| was shot this afternoon," he said quietly, his eyes meeting mine in the window. "I have had a very long day, 
and I've been told | need to relax," then he pulled my blouse out of my skirt, put his hands inside and yanked 
my bra upward, roughly grabbing my naked breasts. 


"Oh" | choked, his relentless fondling unexpectedly taking my breath. | leaned back against his chest, closing my 
eyes, and he savagely bit my neck hard, still groping me. | squirmed and turned my head as he sucked 
forcefully, tearing at me without mercy all the way down my neck. | opened heavy eyelids to see his reflection 


ruthlessly devouring me, and | weakly smiled at the sight, breathing hard. 


He lingeringly bit my shoulder and withdrew his hands as | moaned an overwhelmed sigh. | heard him unzip his 
pants, and in one swift movement, he suddenly jerked my skirt up and yanked my underwear down, then 
impatiently kicked my feet apart. My palms smacked hard against the glass as he abruptly clutched my hips 


and shoved into me, a loud groan ripping from me at the unfamiliar sensation of fullness. 


His unrelenting pace was violent and frantic, slamming my teeth together, driving deeply inside me. | couldn't 
stop my tiny, high-pitched whines and | clenched around him involuntarily, trying desperately to keep up with 
his explosive, mpaling intensity. 


He stilled, 

"You're info this," he muttered, a note of incredulity in his soft voice. 
| didn't say a word, still panting. 

Did | do something wrong? 


An ominous chuckle, and he pulled out. | whimpered in protest, then his hand went between my legs and the 
edge of his thumb brushed something inside me that made me yelp. He pushed his unforgiving hardness back 
inside as his left hand clamped over my mouth. His thrusts weren't as brutal this time; his rocking steadiness 
and insistent stroking forcing my eyes shut in an all-consuming, bone-deep pleasure. | moved against him, 
following his now- exquisite rhythm, mindlessly lost, my head thrown back, and then | couldn't get enough air and 
uncontrollably bore down with everything | had, wildly howling against his palm. 


| heard him grit a hiss, then faintly groan as | felt him release inside me. He quickly withdrew himself, stepping 
back, and | leaned hard against the window, chest heaving, my legs almost too shaky to stand. | pressed my 


heated face against the cool glass, dazedly realizing | was now alone. 


Stunned, | cleaned up in the ladies‘ room. Looking in the mirror, still unsteady, | saw that horrifying, obscenely 
lurid hickeys had begun to blossom on my neck, the lingering bite marks red and angry. | took in the sultry pink 


flush on my glowing cheeks, then noticed something alive in my eyes, newly born, bright and ravenous, but | 


was afraid to study it for very long. 


| left Basalt that evening internally sore and completely bewildered. | drove home in the darkness on shocked 
autopilot, too blissfully disoriented to register | had just had sex with my boss, nearly careening sharply off 
the road when | realized in devastated horror that Isbell hadn't worn a condom. 


That rattled me so deeply, | began to think about Eddie. He became my boyfriend when we were six, and from 
that moment, we had never been apart. He had been my first kiss, and much later, after some heavy petting 


and even heavier fumbling, my first lover. 
My only one. 


| had been so desperately in love that every touch, every kiss, and every whisper were heartfelt perfection, 


even though sex was just me silently laying under him, disinterestedly waiting in the dark until he finished. 


| hadn't known there could be any more to it, hadn't known that my life could be anything other than him. 
When my parents died, we had moved in together, even though we weren't married yet, because he wanted to 
provide for me. Eddie went to work at the plastics factory and | cooked his meals and washed his clothes when 
| came home from the library, my heart thankful for any opportunity to please him. | tried out new recipes, 
faithfully replicated his mother's meatloaf (the only thing | ever made, besides TV dinners, that he would eañ, 
kept the apartment spotless for him and listened to how hard his day was in rapt adoration, impatient to be 
his wife. | excitedly planned our wedding, joyfully expecting to wear my mother's simple white gown and delicate 


lace veil when we promised our vows. 
Till death do us part. 


At night, we happily giggled, holding each other and making love (I had been nigally adamant about birth control), 
and | would fall asleep in the loving arms of my best friend, listening to his heartbeat. He was my white knight, 


my soulmate, a dream come true. 


Until one day | unexpectedly arrived home early, and my dream suddenly died. 


| eased onto my bed, my tangled, spiderwebby thoughts returning to Isbell; he was never far from my mind 
and tonight | felt his lingering presence with every breath | took. | dreamily touched the savage bruise he'd 
sucked on my collarbone and sighed in thoroughly satisfied luxury, then | stretched out and felt something like 
the start of wings growing, remembering that the Devil had been an angel too, the most beautiful one of all. 


Chapter eleven 


Author's Notes: 
“Bomb, repeat Bomb" is taken from a 1954 communication from Ambassador Peurifoy to Allan Dulles. 


| was serenely alphabetizing the filing cabinet the next day when Axl came by. 

"Hey," he grinned, wicked amusement dancing in those mesmerizing eyes. 

"Hi, Axl," | smiled with affection, always thrilled to see him. 

He leaned into me and gave me an exaggerated, lewd wink 

My eyes widened as my jaw shot open. "He didn’t" | gasped, my heart pounding in ravaged shame. 


Axl threw back his head and roared, his mouth stretching open in a wide 0. "No, actually he didn't, but your 
face just told me everything" 


Agonizingly mortified, | leaned my arms on the wall and laid my embarrassed head on them, a piercing guilt 


rendering me unable to look at him or blush any harder. 
"So how was it?" 

A muffled, "Axl." 

"On a scale of one to ten" 

| lifted my head and gritted, "William." 


His raised his eyebrows in surprise at my use of his Christian name, then grinned. "You can't sit down, can 


you? What's under that scarf?" 
"Axl, for the last time, shut up" 
"Well, /for one am glad you two now have a relationship...” 


| narrowed my eyes and gave him a hard look. "There is no relationship. He just fook me and | got dragged along 


for the ride." 


He sharply ahemmed "Oh, | think you might enjoy riding him. | know you enjoyed it last night" 


"And how do you know?" | raised my eyebrows. 
| have many secrets," he demurred, batting his fair eyelashes like a flirtatious girl. "Plus, you can fell when 
someone's had a good lay. Look at you. Your eyes are sparkling, they are," noting their exasperated roll at him. 


A dirty cackle escaped him. "And you can barely walk." 


| ineffectively swatted at him, humiliated cheeks still flaming, and he produced a pack of Marlboros from his 
lab coat and offered me one. He lit them both and pensively threw his head back when he exhaled. 


"A thing of beauty is a joy forever," he quoted in his richly deep voice, "and an outstanding fuck is an 
awesomely beautiful thing." 


"Have you been huffing the fumes in the lab again?" 


"Yes, but not today; however, | am working on a new experiment, and it is going gangbusters," he said dreamily, 


his pale eyes lost in distracted objective analysis. 

Then he suddenly blinked and leveled a curious gaze at me. "Are you in love with Isbell?" 

"No, he's not in love with me." 

"Is that why?" 

‘No. There's a million reasons to not love Isbell, and they're all named Isbell." 

Axl chuckled. "I ike you," he said plainly. "You're good for him, you know? You really stand up to him." 


| winced, an intimate, lingering soreness reminding me that | hadn't last night; I'd been shipwrecked on an open 


ocean and heaved hard and unforgiven onto dry land. 

Yet | wouldn't have traded a single moment of our encounter: the frenzied discovery, that unbelievable release, 
months of pent-up frustration finally realized. He had promised that he would visit my bed again, and | had 
longed for him night after agonizing night, until he became too silent and cold to me, then | reluctantly gave up. 


| hadn't expected him to even recognize me, let alone to be erotically pounded against a window. 


But | also hadn't expected him to acknowledge my riotous need, and gift me an undiscovered pleasure so 


shatteringly deep | could barely stand. 
"Yoo hoo," Axl chortled, waving a hand in front of my face. 


The smooth gray ash on my cigarette was an inch long and brokenly threatening to fall. 


‘| think Ive underestimated Isbell skills. He takes you away like your books do.” 

"Axl, why do | feel like you are matchmaking?" | asked irritably, dragging on, then stubbing the butt out: 
He shrugged, palms up. "Your mother and father are dead, are they not?” 

| blinked in startled surprise. No secrets here, then nodded, 


"Well, then, you already know that life doesn't always turn out the way you think it should Sometimes you 
have to hit that curve ball and make it a home run" He gently elbowed me. "Saddle up, Babe Ruth." 


"| love you, | really do, but sometimes | cannot follow you." 

"Remember when you tried to quit?" 

| groaned. Yeah, uncontrolled lust blotted that particular memory out 

"Uh huh, and that bastard cut off my escape route. | could've seen the world" 


Axl looked at me the way you would an especially willful brat and blew a sigh out his nose. "I promised you it 


would get better, didn't |?" 

"Yes," | said quietly. 

"Did it?" 

If you call fornicating with a professional sadist better. 
And Im terrified he got me pregnant. 

"Somewhat," | allowed. 

"Stay the course, babe. That's all I've ever asked of you." 


| nodded, then | remembered Isbell's outburst over the lab notes. "Why did Isbell say you were going to kill us 


all?" 
Axl's eyes darkened to green, then he cagily smirked. "I have a bomb hidden here. Bomb, repeat, Bomb" 


He glanced at my dumbfounded face and snorted. "Seriously, has it not occurred to you that Isbell talks out of 
his ass approximately eighty-nine percent of the time?" 


"Well, he / a man," | deadpanned. 


"Yeah, you sure found that out." He held his hands out in front of him, as if he were tenderly holding a lover, 
made a kissy face, and loosely thrust his hips back and forth in an utterly filthy motion, wildly throwing his 
head back and orgasmically moaning loudly. 

| closed my eyes and wondered longingly if you could die from embarrassment. 

Then he stopped. "I really want to see what he did to your neck" He reached his hands up to unite my scarf. 
"Nol" | shouted, instinctively covering the knot, laughing as he took my hands and kissed the back of one. 

| hope your pussy gets better," he whispered. 

| pulled away in amused annoyance and gave him a playful shove. "You're disturbed." 


"No, l'm not, but | can see it from here.” 


He threw both arms around me and sweetly kissed the side of my head. "Hang in there, purty mama, blue 


skies are coming your way." 


Chapter twelve 


| was going out of my mind with boredom at work. Typing drily informative leaflets was just about to drive me 
out of my tree, but since Axl nearly sent me to hell and back with his sloppy bookkeeping, this was the best 
that | could hope for. 


At least, until he blew us up. 


| continued to make Isbell coffee every morning, outwardly keeping up the pretense of an obedient servant, and 
today, he had found his way to it. He poured himself a cup, then silently stood next to me, his backside 
comfortably resting against my desk while he drank it, his signature nearness raising the hair on my arms. His 


dark eyes met mine as | tumultuously quavered inside. 


| quickly turned back to my typewriter and tried to focus, even though it was hopeless. "How's your neck?" | 
asked, a little too brightly. 


He had stopped wearing a bandage on it and | could see he had been grazed, not shot, by a bullet, thought the 
wound was quite deep. The ugly red gouge and the tight black stitches were especially vivid against his pale 
skin, though he wore it, as he did everything else, with casual indifference. 


"Better." He sipped quietly, then lit a smoke. "How's yours?" 

| flushed, wishing the floor would open up and swallow me whole. 

| cleared my flustered throat. "Better." The ferociously dark purple bruises were beginning to fade to a 
sickening yellow-green, but they remained noticeable and | still wore scarves, resenting that he had forced me 


to wear another hot layer in this sub-tropical swelter. 


From the corner of my eye, | furtively studied his face, unable to read what he was thinking. He certainly 


looked more relaxed, although / was ready to climb the wall. 

Glad | could help. 

Isbell dragged on his cigarette, then turned and gently placed it between my lips. 

| remember this, | thought as | exhaled. It had been so long ago, when | had the semblance of a schoolgirl crush 
on him, and he had pulled me to him on my desk Now | didn't know what | felt, although when his hand 
brushed my mouth, my body absolutely screamed for more of his touch. 

"Connie," it always startled me when he used my first name; he didn't do it often and in his soft voice, it 


tended to drive me insane, "we're adults. Consenting adults?" he gently asked on raised black eyebrows, nodding 


at me. 


| nodded back, we are, warily unsure where he was going with this line of thinking. 

"We don't have to dance around what happened." 

Relieved he had brought it up, | met his gaze and nodded again. 

He placed the cigarette between my lips, his fingers gently pressing my bottom lip. "We can be professional 
about it," and | nearly choked on my inhale. Isbell had never been professional toward me, not even for a 


second, but if this was what he was proposing, | was willing to play along. 


He dragged on the Marlboro and tilted his head, concluding our chat, then stuck the cigarette in my mouth and 
left. 


| was floored, watching his wickedly tight ass agreeably amble away. 

He's just full of surprises, | chuckled, amused and bewildered at my boss, shaking my head and pulling the 
cigarette from my lips. 

Bored nearly to death, | was elated that it was five o'clock and | could leave. 

Isbell creaked his door open and jerked his head towards his office. 


| knitted my brows, confused. Surely he's not suggesting we do that again, my underwear going hopefully, 
embarrassingly damp at the thought. 


| followed him inside, figuring he had in mind another informative little talk about professionalism between boss 


and employee, and he walked over to his desk. | touched the smooth surface of it with envy. 

/ wish mine looked like this 

Mine looks lke it survived a war. On the front line. 

| heard him sigh behind me. 

‘I'm sorry for what | did to you the other night in front of the window," he whispered, and my heart sank in 
crushed disappointment. Although he'd been unmercifully rough, | had been intoxicated by my first satisfying 


sexual experience, and had fervently hoped it wouldn't be my last. 


In the same low tore, he said, "I'm sorry, because all I've ever wanted to do is bend you over this desk," and 


his hands went up my blouse, unhooked my bra, and cupped my breasts. 


| cried out in unexpected delight as he fondled me again, slow, exploring caresses this time, his lips soft against 
my ear, and | bit my bottom lip as | smiled, throwing back my head as his unhurried touches became more 
demanding. 

"Mmmm," | groaned, and he slid a searching hand between my legs, uttering a curse at the wetness of my 
underwear, gently stroking me inside them, then he crouched behind me and jerked them down to the floor. As 
he stood, he yanked my skirt up, then undid his jeans, rubbing his naked hardness against my backside and | 
laughed, giddy with unleashed pleasure and want. 


He leaned his chest into my back, bending me forward onto my flat palms, the shiny surface slick under my 
hands, as he ground a denim-clad thigh between my legs. 


"Your pussy is so fucking wet," he breathed in my ear. "You want me," and | laughed again 

"Say yes" he growled as | rocked and pushed harder against his leg, impatiently wanting him inside me again 
"Yes." OH YES 

"Say, ‘Yes, Daddy." 

| froze. 

Isbell felt my hesitation and pushed his thigh up between my legs more forcefully. 

"Say, ‘Yes, Daddy," he ordered, his quiet voice more demanding. 

"No," | firmly shook my head. 

"Yog" 

"You can have me six ways till Sunday, but | will never call you Daddy." 

| see" 

| expected him to move away, instead he slowly eased me forward on his desk and pressed an unexpected kiss 
onto my back. Then another, lower. And another, his breath against the damp silk arousing me even further, 
his leg slowly insistent between mine. | felt him rubbing his erection against my rear again, my eyes closing and 


my breath coming in harshly excited gasps. 


Another kiss, then he whispered gently against my back, "Can you call me Izzy?" His blunt fingernails were 
unhurriedly raking hard up my naked hips, and | nodded and swallowed hard, scarcely hearing his muffled voice. 


"Say yes." 


Softly, "Yes." 

Kiss "Say my name." 

Oh Oh Ohhhh.. "\zzzyyy," came out on a long breathy moan, 

He removed his leg, and | plaintively whined at the loss, then he leaned his chest against my back and slid 
himself between my legs, the head of his penis just barely inside, slowly, irresistibly teasing me, concentrating 
on that spot that made me gasp. 

Another kiss, and his tongue warmly touched the dampness of my blouse. 

"Say, ‘Fuck me, Izzy." 

There. Ahh. There. Uhhh. Ohhh God 

| could barely form the words. Uhhh.. UHHH.. "Huuhhh, fuck me, Izzy." 

His lips were pressed into my back, and | felt a depraved smile turn them up. 

"Say please." 

| frantically needed more of him inside, and when | moved my hips down to drive him in further, he 
immediately grabbed them with his strong hands and forcefully held me still, never pushing all the way in, 
never showing me any mercy, evilly rotating his hips in a slow, torturous circle, knowingly dragging himself 


there again and again. 


"Ah ah ah," he scolded, his unforgiving fingers firmly digging into my soft flesh as | feverishly clawed at his 
desk. "Manners." 


| could feel myself starting to jerk inside. Screamingly hysterical now, | was sobbing and heaving in rabid 
frustration 


AhhHHH... ahhHHH... AHHHHH.. AHHHHHH. AHHHHHH "Please AHHHH Izzy, just uuuuhh fuck me," | brokenly cried out. 


| felt a diabolical chuckle rumble through him, his devious forehead leaning on me, sinfully relishing the long- 
awaited sound of my aroused begging, then he softly kissed my back again, his punishing hands moving up and 
stroking my waist. 


"Can | fuck you hard?" he whispered in my ear, his tongue exploring the shell, his degenerate hips still slowly 


rolling. 


Now freed and writhing underneath him, | blindly shook my head no. 

He bore his weight down on me to hold me steady, then spanked me once on my bare ass. 

"That's for disobeying an order." 

He firmly pressed his hand against the slap for a soothing moment, then caressed my aching breasts, his 
chest warm against my back. He finally entered me fully, with long, slow strokes, pulling back and pushing in, 
every Slide hitting me where | desperately needed him, and his leisurely pace left me loudly gasping and 
whimpering, ferally scraping my nails wildly against the desk. 

YES. OH YES. 

My voice startled him. "Ha- ohhh-harder." 

| felt him lift his head. 

"You want me to fuck you harder?" 

"Fuck me harder, Izzy," | laughed, and he raggedly groaned behind me. 

| braced myself for the bruising frenzy | knew was coming, but this time he wasn't rough, instead keeping the 
same slow unbearable rhythm, with short, harder, welcome thrusts. He placed a hand over my mouth when | 
started to piercingly shriek, and | let go, tensing hard for a couple of time-halted seconds. 

A few more hard thrusts and | felt him shuddering inside me, then his weight suddenly lifted as he backed off. 
| was breathing hard, sprawled on his desk, rapturously dazed again, grateful something was holding me up, 
then a damning wetness slid down my stockings, and | was stabbed by another nauseating pang of fear. 


Isbell had already lit a cigarette. "Bathroom's back through there," pointing with the two fingers holding it. 


| unsteadily nodded, my tremulous legs now able to hold me. When | returned, | was surprised he was still 


there, and | decided to address my concern. 
"You didn't wear a condom," | began 


His dark eyes went instantly hard, an insulting sneer yanking down his twisted mouth. "Who the hell do you 
think you are, chastising me? Do you think l'm so dumb I'd knock up my fucking secretary?" and | cringed in 


belittled embarrassment. 


| didn't want him to flay my skin off any further, and | knew would kill this evil bastard if he got me pregnant, 
so | decided leaving right now was a great idea Angrily brushing past him, | grabbed my belongings and went 
for the door. 


Before | jerked it open, he spoke quietly. 
"I shoot blanks, honey." 


My startled eyes met his when | heard his soft voice. His normal mocking derision was absent, replaced with 


bored amusement. "| had a vasectomy years ago, and trust me, it fook" 
Wil | ever not want to smack the smugness off his face? 


| glared at him, overwhelmingly relieved, but still deeply pissed off. | had worried | that could be pregnant for 


days, anxiously unable to sleep, my terrified mind scrabbling at options, none of them favorable. 
"How was / supposed to know that?" | viciously snapped. 
Black eyebrows raised, then he casually shrugged like it was no big deal. 


| narrowed my eyes in homicidal aggravation, turning for the doorknob so that | didn't savagely wrap my 
enraged hands around his long pale neck and squeeze. BASTARD. 


"Connie, even if | could, | wouldn't sentence you to carrying my devil spawn" His eyes were alight as he crossed 


his arms, unfamiliar mirth softly tugging at his thin pink lips. 


With wide eyes, | gaped at him in disbelief and huffed a flabbergasted laugh, feeling my anger start to drain 
away, then | left. 


Chapter thirteen 


We actually fell into a routine, Isbell and |. | would be bored out of mind at my desk all day, and around 4:30, an 
untamed arousal would set in so violently, my hands would shake too hard to work. Then, at 5, Isbell opened his 


door and exquisitely tortured me until | wailed like an overwrought banshee, my pleasured cries deadened by 


his hand. 


4:40 PM, Pacific Standard Time. My anxious teeth were starting to grind together. It was Friday, and until | 
stared having an affair with Isbell, | adored Fridays. It was also my payday, and that thought gave me the 
uneasy feeling that | was being paid to sleep with my boss. | didn't fuck (and fuck was exactly what we did, 
nothing lovemaking about it) him while | was on the clock, although | often wondered if he was ever off his-he 


wore heavy dark circles under his eyes and his face looked tired, but his impressive stamina never wavered. 


Now | absolutely dreaded Fridays. | would arrive home in a sated daze and flail aimlessly until Monday at 5. He 
never came back to my apartment, and | never dared to invite him over, even though Saturday and Sunday 
nights left me yowling in uncontrolled frustration 


| had even tried touching myself, successfully finding the sweet little spot Isbell so intimately knew, although it 
was nice, | never replicated his shattering results, and | missed his heated body against mine. Eventually | just 
gave up and became unbearably irritable for two days (the clerk at the grocery store actually winced 


whenever | came in). 


On Fridays, it seemed like he fucked me harder, so I'd carry him with me through the weekend, although that 
thought could just be an invention of my rattled mind; Isbell drove me to both ecstasy and insanity, sometimes 
in the same second. What time is it? | wondered impatiently. 


A flash of black caught my attention as he opened his door and mouthed, Get in here. | could see he was 
already hard and | tried not to run to him in delight. Once | was inside, he patted the edge of the desk and | 
eagerly hopped up. He swiftly pushed my skirt up and stood between my parted legs, unbuttoning my blouse. 


"What are you doing?" | giggled. He never undressed us, just shoved our clothes aside and found me with a 
frenzied thrust, and never face to face. | enthusiastically reached for the hem of his shirt, but he shook his 


head. 


| want to play with these beautiful tits." He roughly pulled my shirt back off my shoulders, unhooked my bra 
and brought it forward. 


And stared at my body in wonder, like it was a feast made for him alone. 
His fingers touched my breasts gently, then he slowly eased me onto my back, kissing my nipples, his lips soft 


against stiff peaks. My grateful fingers wove into his long black hair when he began to lick and suck, my hips 


unconsciously moving on their own accord. 


He laughed quietly against me, then reached into his pocket and produced a knife. My horrified eyes went huge 
and he silently pressed his index finger against my open mouth as he cut the elastic holding up my nylons, 
front and back, then slid it up under the leg band of my panties. He slit the delicate silk, first one side, then 
the other, the alarmingly efficient blade reassuringly warm from keeping it close to him. He pocketed his knife 
before he brought my legs, one at time, up to him, resting my heel on his shoulder, yanking off my boots and 
dropping them, then carefully pulling off my stockings. With both hands under my hips, he brought them up, 
freeing me from my slashed underwear, before he slid a finger inside me, gently teasing that litle spot. 


He raised his head. "This is the clitoris," he explained , rubbing slow, delicious circles. | dimly realized that he 


was trying to teach me something, but my back was arching from his attention 

He moved another finger up. " This is your g-spot. | aim for this when I'm inside you." 

| keened 

"Shh," he soothingly whispered against my bare stomach, then reclaimed my breast with his mouth. 


He glanced up at my rapturous face. "And this is what pleasure feels like," he murmured on my breast, his 
nimble fingers working skillfully inside me while he sucked on me. | writhed in ecstasy on his desk, lost in 
blissfully furious sensation Then his hands eased off me as they went to his jeans, and he unflinchingly looked 


into my eyes as he pushed inside me. 


We had never been joined so intimately. My excited fingers dug at his clothed back, his wiry body pinning me 
down, slim hips rhythmically overwhelming. His head was nestled in the crook of my neck, my legs wrapped 


around his waist, my feet pressing hard against his rear. 


"Don't stop," | shamelessly whispered in his ear, rocking him in farther, silencing my resulting cries against his 
shoulder, feverishly raining kisses on his neck, traveling up his jaw, longing for him to turn his head and kiss 


my lips, but he didn't. 


After we finished, he silently remained on top of me, his warmth and his weight comfortably enjoyable, my 
hand tenderly stroking his back. 


Eyes hooded, he lifted his head from my shoulder and rasped, "Ready for round two?" 


| chuckled a rueful groan. Isbell's sex drive was what legends were made of; testosterone had to have raced 


through him on raptor wings. 


He lightly kissed my breasts again, his tongue and lips devouring me, then he trailed soft kisses all the way 
down my stomach. He slowly stood and gently slid a hand under each thigh, bringing my knees up, then bent 
forward and carefully draped a leg over his shoulder. An evil, deranged grin slowly spread across his face, then 


he lowered his wicked black head. 


And began licking. 


White spots danced in front of my closed eyes. | must've screamed, because he immediately looked up and 
growled, "Put both hands over your mouth." 


| earnestly complied, and he resumed, swirling and thrusting with his agile tongue. This was so astonishingly 
intense, | wasn’t aware of anything except the overwhelming euphoria sharply cutting through me, my hand 
winding through his hair and gripping hard, my leg urgently pulling him in further. He gently sucked on 

something inside me and my hips flew upward, his strong hands pulling them back down. Building and building, 


my muffled cries growing harsher and harsher. 

And he stopped. 

| had been so close 

| wailed in agonized frustration, furiously kicking my feet against the front of his shoulders, then pounding 
them on the desk, and Isbell uproariously laughed, his dark eyes crinkling. He grabbed my wrists and pulled me 


up to him. 


"On the floor, tiger, on your hands and knees," he demanded in a low voice, and | was too dazed and aroused not 


to obey. 

He kneeled behind me, gripping my hips, then he was inside, deliberately striking me deep. Fatigue and intensity 
quickly became too much, and | surrendered to him, sliding to my elbows, my head limply hanging down, tiredly 
whimpering, and he never stopped his relentless, savage thrusts, every single one cruelly driving me to 
hysteria. 


| violently came apart, shrieking ‘Isbell’, and the sudden blackness welcomed me. 


| dreamily rested on that cool floor for a long time, contented and adrift. Eventually, he laid a warm hand on 


my naked back, and when | weakly raised my head, he gently placed a cigarette between my lips. 


"Don't wear underwear Monday." 


We always think we have more time, dont we? 


Chapter fourteen 


Author's Notes: 

*PLEASE READ* 

This chapter picks up where chapter Il of Project X ends. My story now deviates from it; this is not intended 
with any kind of disrespect or to take anything away from the original. Project X was a world that | simply 
could not let go of, and The Secretary was written because | wanted to let it live on in an alternate realm. My 


gratitude and respect for Slaxll4 knows no bounds, and Project X stands forever as an absolute masterpiece. 


Mondays were the longest days of my life, waiting for Isbell to reclaim me, and that Monday lasted a full 
decade. His sadistic demand that | forgo my panties made every move and thought drive me up the wall, 
shaking with brutally kindled desire. | hadn't slept much over the weekend, memorizing every breathtaking 
touch and stroke from the Friday before. He had been unusually generous and ardent that night, and | had 
missed that unexpected attention for nearly three mind-numbing days. Bone-tired and strung out, so deeply 
aroused | ached, | willed it to be five o'clock. 


But when that door finally opened, it was Axl, not Isbell, behind it. 
"Connie," he whispered hoarsely, "come here." 


| jumped up and raced inside, slowly registering something was fernbly wrong. Throat painfully dry, | gasped, 
"What happened?" 


"Isbell's been shot." 


His crimson-stained lab coat looked like he'd swum through a river of blood The ground suddenly threatened to 
come up immediately, and | staggered, Axl quickly grabbing my shoulders. 


"Where was he shot?" | haltingly gasped, remembering in devastated terror the slashed scar on his neck, 


resting tauntingly just above his jugular. Whoever had shot him had missed, but just barely. 


"They took both his knees out. Grazed his shoulder." Axl had tears swimming in his blue eyes. "He's one lucky 


motherfucker, that's for sure." 
"He's alive?" F that was his blood on Axl, it wasn't possible. 


"Yeah, he's stable. his femurs stopped the projectiles with minimal damage, although there was some bone frag 
that had to be removed along with the bullets. It was a small caliber weapon, and he's a tough bastard" 


"That's good." My heart slowly resumed its beating. "Which hospital did they take him to?" 


"He's here," Axl said, to my surprise. 

Why is he here? ks there a hospital on site, too? 

"Can | see him?" 

"Yes, but before you do," his eyes ominously darkened, "Connie, you need to go home and get your things." 
"Why?" 

"You're going to stay here and be his nurse." 

Surely Axl was joking. "Nurse? | don't know how to be a nurse!" 

‘| will show you, but right now | need you to get your shit, | don't have time to fucking argue with you!" 
Axl had never taken that tone with me before, | uneasily realized as | trotted to the garage, my high heels 
clicking loudly on the concrete. The drive took much less time than it normally did, my speeding car nearly 
keeping up with my racing mind. 


| dont know anything about nursing Why does Isbell keep getting shot at Basalt? Who keeps shooting hm? Were the 
rest of us in danger? What kind of shape is he in? Will he be able to walk again? Will | have a job if he dies? 


Will | ever get away from this insanity? 


Thankfully, | didn't get pulled over on the road, and | safely made it back to Basalt, my car laden with my 
belongings. Isbell's office door was locked if it was closed, so | called Axl on my desk phone. "Can you help me 


with my stuff?" 


He opened the door, and after laboriously lugging in my things, led me back to what apparently were Isbell's 


living quarters. | had been in the bathroom, but never realized he slept here too. 
"He's back here. He's on enough painkillers to kill a herd of elephants, though." 


| followed him and saw Isbell deeply sleeping on a hospital bed in his bedroom. He was deathly pale, even more 
so than usual, his disheveled black hair sharply contrasting with his stark white pillow, his long black lashes 
sweeping against his colorless cheeks. He wore a light blue hospital gown, the right shoulder of it darkly rusty 
with blood in some spots. He looked still and beautiful and fragile, eerily peaceful, his painfully thin chest barely 
rising and falling. 


A clear IV bag hung on a pole above him. Axl carefully examined the contents, clearly making mental notes. 


"Damn, | hate patching him up," he smiled ruefully. 
"You did this?" | gasped, sickeningly aghast. He may not survive the night if you went cutting on him! 
"Yes, / did this," he bitterly snapped. "I've been operating for years." 


"But you're not a surgeon, you're a scientist You can't just go carving on him like an experimental lab rat, you 


bastard, what the hell is wrong with youl" 


He went completely still for a long, terrifyingly menacing moment, and his deep voice was coldly murderous 


when he gritted, "Missy, don't you dare run your fucking mouth about things you don't know shit about" 


| immediately regretted my heated outburst. "l'm sorry," | whispered, near tears, noticing in apprehension that 
his mood had abruptly turned the deepest black, in a way even more threatening than Isbell's normally was. 
You always knew Isbell danced on a razor's edge, and instantly braced yourself for his scalding wrath. Axl's 
sudden transformation was like watching the gentle family dog instantaneously morph into a rabidly blood- 


thirsty, dripping-fanged wolf. 


He impatiently sighed, running a red-scrubbed hand through his coppery hair. "Look, I'm tired, I'm hungry, and 
I've had a terrible day. l'm going to go get us a pizza and we'll falk, okay?" 


| knew how badly | needed him now and really didn't want to fight with my friend. "Sounds good." 


Axi's been gone for a quite a while now, my stomach angrily grumbled. In shocked disbelief, | was sitting against 
the headboard of the twin bed Isbell normally slept in, watching him breathe slowly in the hospital bed pushed 
next it. As | faintly picked up his unmistakable scent on his sheets, an awful reality was beginning to drape on 
me like a suffocating shroud, | was able to understand how nearly he had died, but | still could not fathom how 
| could be his nurse. He was covered by a thin blanket, so | didn't see the bandages on his legs. 


Hl probably have to change those. 


| wanted to lean over and tenderly stroke the dark tendrils off his face, but | didn't dare touch him for fear of 


waking him up. 
| didn't want to be present for that: 
Or for the abuse | knew hed fling at his rurse. 


Axl finally returned, with hot pizza and slightly warmer mood. We were sitting at the table in Isbell's kitchen 


area, smoking and eating. 


"So you've patched him up before?" | asked, biting into a tangy slice piled with pepperoni and mushrooms. Good 
choice, Axl. 


"Oh, yeah, even before | ever went to college. | grew up with Isbell” 
"You did? Where?" 
"Indiana" Axl pulled an ewww face, sticking his tongue out and making me giggle. "Bumfuck, Indiana" 


indiana | could hear the Midwest coloring their voices, yet couldn't pinpoint a place. "Oh, | bet you two were 
choirboys" 


“Actually, darlin, /was." | wasn't surprised. He had such a beautiful, melodious speaking voice, it would have 


been a pleasure to hear him sing. "And | was a straight A student" 
"What happened?" | joked, but Axl frowned. 


"Well, shit happened. | had a vested interest to get to California, and Isbell-we called him Izzy back then-lzzy 
lived for getting in trouble." 


All that dark intensity. Small town scrutiny would've eaten hm alive. 


"When he had just turned 18, Izzy was arrested for selling drugs," Axl continued quietly. "And while he was in 
jail, Dean Hannity paid him a visit. How he found him, I'll never know. Anyway, he somehow got the charges 
dropped, and Izzy went to," he made quotes with his fingers, "trade school’ Babe, you don't even want to know 


what that means." 


| shuddered, uncomfortably aware of what Isbell actually did for a living. No, / didnt. "And you were in 


California?" 
"Yeah, | went to Stanford on a full scholarship." 
My eyebrows raised. "Very impressive.” 


"Thank you," he beamed at me. "That was one of the things that led me to California; it had always beckoned to 
me, like hearing a siren's song. | could hear it so vividly, even back in Indiana. And when | got out here, oh my 


God, forget it This was a whole new world, y'know, especially for an evil genius such as myself" 


He playfully winked at me. "California folks completely blew my mind, if you catch my drift. And | could be 
totally free, with whatever and whomever | wanted. | could finally unleash my experimental nature, and you bet 
your sweet ass | did, with zero limitations. | gave myself an education, even if | did kill off several thousand 


brain cells and became a regular at the free clinic. Those shots hurt like hell, by the way," he laughed. 


"But | always kept in touch with Izzy. He was like a brother; he stil is. We shared everything-drugs, women, 
you name it, and when Izzy joined the CIA, it became his entire world. When | was an undergrad, he brought 


me to his superiors, who provided me with internships. After | graduated, | joined the agency as well” 


"Did you go to ‘trade school?" Axl didn't have Isbell's front-fanged reptilian blood, | couldn't imagine him as a 
killer. 


His eyes dropped. "No, not like he did. | was trained in trauma surgery. You know, bullet wounds, knifings, all the 


pleasantries humans lovingly inflict on other humans." 
"Aha," | said. 


"Bingo." He raised his eyebrows and made a gun with his index finger, pointing it at me, bending his thumb to 
pull the trigger. "I am excellent at operating, even though now | spend most of my time in a lab. And | love it 


there. Science is where | found my niche." 


He paused. "Izzy found his niche too. He always had such a dark side, even when he was younger, and Hannity 
saw that in him. The agency could tap into that blackness and readily employ it for their purposes. They had a 
position waiting for him. And if he hadn't agreed, he wouldve spent the rest of his life in prison. He made a 


choice." 

"And Izzy became Agent Isbell" 

"And Izzy became Agent Isbell. Who, incidentally, needs a nurse." 
"Axl, | know absolutely nothing about being a nurse." 


"And | will teach you." He gave me a deeply exasperated look and irritatedly rolled his eyes. "You have the 
capacity to learn, although your head is so damned hard, it's simply unbelievable" 


"What does he need?" An unrelenting, demanding fatigue was settling in; Axl himself looked on the verge of 


collapse. 


"He may be bedridden for little while. At this particular juncture, | plan on keeping him unresponsive on strong 
painkillers to get him started healing and allow me to begin your training. You will need to monitor him, check 
his vitals, change his IV bags, and so on. As he progresses," Axl closed his eyes Tightly, whether in prayer or 
fear, | couldn't tell, "you will bathe him, help him on a bedpan,"-! threw my head back and groaned- "prepare 

his meals and make sure he eats them, he's not real big on food. Also, | know his dumb ass will smoke in that 


bed, so make sure we don't have to serve him up with a side of coleslaw." 


He shook his head and wearily sighed. "When he needs moved or his sheets changed, | will send in an orderly. 


You're smaller than he is, | don't think you can manage that on your own" 


"There are orderlies here?" 


"Yes, and they can't find their fucking asses with both hands. | would only rely on them for strength." 


"Can't they put him on a bedpan?" | hopefully whined. 


"| wouldn't trust him not to kill one. Or vice versa" He arched a russet eyebrow. "May | remind you that you 
are an employee of the Central Intelligence Agency and it is your fucking job to take care of one Agent Jeffrey 


Isbell?" 
"Yes, sir." | could barely sit up, rampaging adrenaline rapidly fading to raving exhaustion. 


Axl yawned loudly. "Well, lets call it a day, darlin’. I'll top off his painkillers tonight and be in first thing in the 
morning. If you need me in the night, dial 7 on that phone. | sleep on a cot in the lab." 


We tiredly slumped back to Isbell's bedroom, and | dropped onto the twin bed beside him, too useless and 
drained to change out of my clothes. | blearily watched Axl inject something clear into Isbell's IV line, and closed 


my eyes, dead asleep before he withdrew the syringe. 


Chapter fifteen 


Author's Notes: 
The orderlies might sound familiar. And Duff, uh, no hard feelings. 


| had nightmares all night long, Isbell shooting murky figures, their vivid red blood staining white tiles; shadowy 
men shooting Isbell and him falling, then shooting at me and | couldn't escape, my useless legs moving slower 


and slower. Then Isbell pointed his gun and shot me, and loudly gasping, | awoke. 


Axl was preparing to change Isbell's IV bag. "Bad dream?" he whispered gently, as he laid the new bag on the 
rolling stand next to Isbell's bed. 


| nodded, groggily adjusting my clothes and slowly getting up. | yawned as | watched Axl lean in and check Isbell's 
pulse, just above the fading slash on his neck, then lift his blanket and carefully examine his bandages. They 
weren't as gory as | had imagined, but | still felt lightheaded seeing his blood on the outside of him. 


"You'll change his dressings and disinfect his sutures later, I'll show you how." 


He pulled two syringes out of his lab coat and laid them on the stand. "He'll need this administered every six 
hours. You just saw me do this, inject them into ths," he indicated a port on Isbell's IV. 


"Today should be a very quiet day. You can talk to him, he'll probably hear you even though he's knocked out." 
| snorted. About what, the weather? Isbell and | didn't talk 

"Connie, | don't think he's up for tha7," and | unexpectedly laughed. "Since you must've brought every fucking 
book you own, | expect you'll read to him. Take a shower, make yourself something to eat, he's got some food 
in there, not much. You might have to slip down the canteen. I've left you directions to it, don't dilly dally. Your 
job is to keep an eye on him, although | don't foresee any complications. Anything you need to ask before | go?" 
| was still lost in my unsettling nightmare. "Axl, who shot him?" 

He stiffened, his eyes and face instantly going cold. 

"Come on, | know things. Who. Shot Him?" 


He pursed his lips together and firmly shook his head. 


"Can he shoot him again?” | snapped, my voice angrily raising, on the frustrated verge of breaking into 
frightened tears. "Will he come in here and shoot me, too?" 


Those startling green eyes were shining when they met mine. "No,” he sharply emphasized, then took a deep 


breath and exhaled slowly. "That threat has been neutralized” 

Isbell OF course. The gunfighter went down with a smoking pistol 

"Isbell dropped a bullet in him, but | had to finish him," he murmured, not meeting my eyes. 

My jaw instinctively fell open as my eyes grew enormous, my breathing shallow. "Oh, Axl, | am so sorry: 


His weary eyes met mine then, then he ominously growled, "Not nearly as sorry as | am. | should've detonated 


that fucking bomb long before this happened." 


If | had been bored at my desk, it absolutely paled in comparison to my first day as a nurse. | had watched 
Isbell breathe, taken a shower, gotten dressed, watched Isbell breathe, fixed my hair, applied makeup, watched 
Isbell breathe, fixed breakfast, ate breakfast, reapplied my lipstick, read aloud to him about Greece, watched 
Isbell breathe, filed my nails, painted my nails, smoked about 51 packs of cigarettes, drank approximately a 
tanker ship's worth of coffee, watched Isbell breathe, went completely unhinged, read silently to myself about 
Guatemala, watched Isbell breathe, successfully stalked down to the canteen for lunch since a paltry breakfast 
was all his kitchen held (no wonder the bastard was so skinny), hurriedly brought back lunch, ate lunch, reapplied 
my lipstick, watched Isbell breathe, arrived at bat-shit crazy, and was witlessly tidying up his quarters when 
Axl finally returned with a folder and IV bags. He had shown me that morning how to change them, and | had 
dutifully done so, after his jaw-dropping confession. 


"This needs to be typed up, Miss Robinson" His stern voice was mockingly authoritative as he pointed to the 
folder on his way out. 


Positively gleeful for something to do, | excitedly grabbed it as soon as he left, propping the office door open 
and happily returning to my nearly forgotten desk 


Michael Andrew McKagan 


Born Seattle, Washington. Former FBI agent turned Soviet spy and assassin. (| had typed McKagan's previous file 
and had been terribly impressed and more than a litle jealous that Isbell had recently returned from the 
Soviet Union, with McKagan in custody.) McKagan had been found in his cell yesterday by William Axl Rose with 
a bullet in his abdomen, both knees shot and his throat cut from ear to ear, turning up at the corners. 
Probable suicide. 


İt hadnt been all Isbell's blood on that lab coat. Stunned, | immediately covered my mouth with my hand as | 
fought an urge to throw up, now horrifically frightened of my friend. Utterly heartbroken, with unshed tears 
threatening to fall, | reluctantly returned to watch Isbell breathe. 


Under Axl's patient supervision, | successfully removed Isbell's bandages, and miraculously | didn't pass out. 


Axl proudly admired his obsessively neat stitching. "He always heals well," he said reassuringly, tilting his head 


and smiling up at me. 

The two straight lines on Isbell's thighs from his surgery were not as gruesome or weeping as | had expected, 
and the wound on his shoulder had been superficial. Shot four times in the brief time | had worked for him, 
only two had even penetrated. His luck had been extraordinary. 

"He told me he had nine lives." 


Axl narrowed his eyes and snorted. "Did he tell you he's used up sixty?" 


No, he had not. 


The orderlies had arrived en masse, Axl leading them in. 
What a motley crew. 


Axl wasnt exaggerating. Isbell would be dead in a heartbeat if he was left to them. Monkeys throwing feces at 
each other in a zoo had better organizational skills than this lot 


Axl politely introduced them to me: Finck, Bumblefoot, and Buckethead. 
BUCKET. HEAD. 


It did not take three men to lift Isbell and change his sheets, but | guessed that Axl needed someone to boss 


around, and Finck had arrived simply to bring me lunch, only to leave again to bring me a fork 

For soup 

| began to understand Axis point about Isbell killing one of them (he'd shoot Buckethead for being a grown man 
calling himself Buckethead); | was rather desperately fighting the urge myself 

| had been left alone with Isbell with firm instructions to bathe him. 

(Don't jump on him until he wakes up," Axl cracked. "He'll want to be in on that. h Get it?) 


Instead, | spotlessly cleaned his already neat quarters, futilely delaying the inevitable. | had had some time to 


assess my now doomed affair with him, and | was now clearly thinking with my head instead of my newly 


awakened sexuality. | had surrendered to him completely during our last scorching carnal encounter, fulfilling 
his chilling, smug prediction, and the meaning of that weighed heavily on me: what it said about me, so 


mindlessly enspelled by a sadistic killer, and what he might possibly do with that information 


When Axl sent me home to get my things, | briefly considered driving away and never coming back. It must've 


glinted in my face, because Axl narrowed his eyes and hissed, "l'm timing you. And | will come after you." 


Basin and towels in reluctant hand, | approached Isbell's bedside. He had been a despicable bastard to me, and 
was a smirking, swaggering harbinger of doom to his detainees. | thought his wounds carried a slight cosmic 


justice. 


How many people in this world would give everything to shoot his legs out from under him? A few months ago, | 


would've led the charge. 
And then aimed right between his eyes. 


But | had ran to him every time he beckoned, uninhibitedly and resonantly giving myself to him, reveling in the 
overwhelming ecstasy he expertly drew out of me, dizzily swaying when | thought he had been killed And when 
| typed up McKagan's dossier, | was unrepentant that bastard was dead (although | did feel a pang of revolted 

shock when | realized how thoroughly Axl had dispatched him). Agent Isbell is good at what he does, Joyce 


Newcomb had claimed, and lodging himself under your skin and ferociously biting was what he lived for. 


| cranked up Isbell's bed as quietly and gently as | could. His complete stillness was deeply unnerving; normally 
he was a lethally irate cobra, spitting and hissing in your path, or a loudly ticking bomb. here, without the 
devastating fire and ice, the menacing scorn and knee-buckling passion that so violently thrummed through 


him, he looked like a vulnerable and broken angel, albeit a very dark one. 


| softly smoothed his black hair back, bashfully running my hand through it. We had been intimate many times 
before, but not like this. He preferred to take me from behind, and the only time he had ever kissed me | was 
asleep, the night he broke into my apartment. 


The cruel night he made me ache for him, and never bothered to kiss me ever again 


| regretfully sighed, then lathered his face and reached for a razor. Isbell didn't have much of a beard, mostly 
just a thin moustache. | propped his chin up with my hooked index finger and carefully shaved him without 
ricking him, then wiped off the remaining shaving foam, washed his face and dried it, then | moved on to his 


neck, noting that his grazed scar was fading to pink. 


| traced it with a melancholy finger. It was concrete evidence of the unhesitant spark that had consumed us, 


of the astonishing winter night an errant bullet had sealed my fate. 


Gently embracing him, | untied his gown behind him, then brought it forward. To my surprise, he had a tattoo 
on either bicep: a flower with IZZY written underneath it on the left, and what | guessed was a gang symbol, 


two knives crossed in front of a rose on the right. | could feel myself smiling. 

kbells misspent youth 

| pulled it off, then | looked down his arms and loudly gasped. He had terrifying burn scars on the inside of his 
arms, all the way up. Further investigating found a couple of bullet wounds on his back, above saddening deep 
gashes like ancient whip marks, multiple cigarette burns on his chest, a thick, alarming white cleave down the 
front of his left thigh, and various disfigurements everywhere. 


Someone had tortured the torturer. Or had graphically demonstrated how to ply his trade. 


No wonder Id never seen him naked, then | immediately reconsidered. 


bell would never be ashamed of a scar. He would know that Id bombard him with questions, though 

| could make out his ribs. Six feet tall and he probably weighed less than 140 pounds. 

Ive got to put weight on him. They'll fire me if he starves to death, | distractedly thought as | slowly worked his 
slender arms into a clean gown and tied the strings in the back | couldn't wash his hair while he was sedated 
and in bed, so | untangled it gently and combed it back. 

| affectionately raised my hand to lightly stroke his cheek, his hauntingly thin face so still and beautiful, light 
softly reflecting on his sharply jutting cheekbone, then thought better of it and quickly stepped away. 

| was slowly cranking the bed level when Axl returned. 

"Clean him up, maggot?" he barked. 

"As ordered, sir." | looked up and brightly gave him a two-fingered salute. 

"Have your way with him?" 

| snorted in derision, still cranking. "The man is comatose." 

‘Mmmhmm. Cop a feel?" 

Nearly. 'd been thorough He was cleaner than he'd ever been 


And even with a catheter in, ld been impressed 


"Well, I've got some bad news for you, sister.” 


Oh no. "Did his cultures come back positive?" 


He lifted his eyebrows. "Look at the little nurse and her lab lingo. No, I'm taking him off his pain meds. | don't 


want him becoming a junkie again" 


Again? Then the weight of what he was saying hit me like a frain, and | sucked my teeth hard in nauseated 
dread. "He's going to be as delightful as a constipated puff adder. | quit" 


"Yeah, | knew you would want to quit. Thats why I'm working on his uh, troubling disposition” 
"Oh?" 


‘lm going to put him on a mood stabilizer, and hopefully it will sharpen his capacity for empathy. It also," he 
barely suppressed a snarky smile, "will sharpen his libido." 


Oh SHT. He doesn't need that. 


Bedridden, belligerent, and horny. 


lm dead 
"Axl, | don't know if we'll survive this.” 
"Oh, / will," he lightly chuckled "Is you I'd be concerned about" 


Then he thoughtfully regarded me, those silvery eyes boring deeply into mine. It was much less invasive when 


he did it. "He picked you, you know that? He was at all the interviews.” 
My eyebrows knitted. / hadh't seen hm. 

"Behind the two-way mirror," he explained 

"Were you there too?" 


"No, | was down in the lab. Afterward, he swaggered in and said, ‘Robinson, she's the one. I'm gonna bend her 


over my desk, show her who's boss." 
| closed my eyes, flushing deeply. Before / was even hired, he wanted to do that. 
And he certainly enjoyed doing it, because he did it again and again 


| watched your interview later, though." 


| opened my eyes, surprised "You did? How?" 
"Video. We film everything here. And | recommended you to Dean Hannity." 
"Why, did | broadcast how willingly | would bend over for Isbell?" 


He startled at my blunt admission, then laughed. "Groping an unconscious man makes you saucy, doesn't it? No, 
because | could tell you were really smart. And desperately fighting to not tell Boss Hannity how stupid his 
questions were.’ He smiled in undisquised admiration. "I knew you could hold your own with Isbell, and when | 


read your background check, | knew you knew how to survive." 
| nodded. That | do. 
At what cost, though? 


"You can do this, kid Have | ever steered you wrong?" 


It was just after bedtime, and | glanced over in the dark at Isbell, sadly resigned to the fact this would be the 
last night I'd enjoy his silence. | looked at his unguarded, sleeping face; he was so strikingly beautiful for a man 
No wonder | could never say no, an unrelenting, insatiable desire hotly flaring the moment | saw him, and 
apparently it had been mutual. His sleeve had ridden up and | glanced at the IZZY tattooed on his arm; how 
gentle his voice had been on my back when he asked me to call him that, how I'd been so overwhelmingly 


aroused | could barely speak. 
How he'd driven me fo beg like a dog in heat. 


| had been ruminating his role as the CIA's merciless, cruel intermediary, distastefully remembering typing his 
effective and brutal methods, realizing in anger how he'd manipulated me as well, and now wanted to distance 
myself from him. | was uncomfortable with the idea that | had welcomed a remorseless killer inside me and 
didn't want to resume our affair, as unimaginably pleasurable as it had been, but | strongly suspected that | 


didn't have much of a choice. 
It was slowly dawning on me that this really might be part of my job. 


| had wondered what to do if it was. Isbell had been an energetic and vigorous partner, and | had eagerly 
followed his lead. | wasn't sure how capable he would be anymore, or if he would even want to continue our 


sexual relationship. 


| tried discreetly querying Axl and he shot me a scathing look straight out of Isbell's playbook "Holy fucking 
SHIT, Connie, McKagan didn't shoot him in the dick! It works just fine!" he'd snapped, and | had been too mortally 


embarrassed to ask anything else. 


Its not lke | can look this up. 
| noticed Isbell's tangled hair needed a wash. | leaned over and tucked a piece behind his ear, lightly touching his 
handsome face. Painfully aware he would awaken soon and become my worst nightmare, | gently brushed his 


lips with my fingertips and kissed him softly, wistfully knowing it was for the last time. 


Goodbye, dark angel 


Chapter sixteen 


The Flora and Fauna of Tanganyika was my favorite book (with pictures and text). | had just read aloud to Isbell 
the chapter on the great wildebeest migration when those huge black eyes snapped open 


"Get out!" he viciously hissed through clenched teeth. "Out Unless you're here to suck my dick, get the fuck 


out!" 

My startled mouth dropped open, my enormous eyes nearly as wide. It took a second to register, a terrible 
moment where he tried to move out of bed, and the resulting agony instantly etched in his pale face. He 
tightly closed his eyes, sucked in a sharp breath and gritted his teeth, then returned his attention to me. 
"You fucking stupid cunt, are you deaf as well as dumb? I said out!" 

Axl had told me to call him the second Isbell woke up, and | raced to the phone on the nightstand. 


"Axl, he's up,"| gasped, never taking my eyes off him, dropping the phone on its receiver. 


Isbell had stopped shouting; he'd obviously hurt something, but when | moved closer to check on him, the 
murderous loathing in his face drove all the wind out of me. | felt hot tears stinging my eyes. 


Yeah, | missed you Too. 


Axl rushed in with a loaded syringe. Isbell was flailing his arms and cursing at him, his elbows knocking at Axl's 
chest. He drew back his right arm and threw an impressively hard punch that connected with Axl's jaw with an 
audible smack, then Axl sharply drove the needle through the blanket into Isbell's leg, and Isbell suddenly 
stopped moving. Axl swore an oath, rubbing his jaw, promptly slapped an unconscious Isbell in the face, then 
restrained his limp arms with the thick leather straps attached to his bed. 


Chest heaving, he turned to me, his face flushed scarlet, russet hair wildly unkempt. "What did he say to you?" 
he breathlessly demanded. 


"He told me to get out" | smiled weakly. "He must not like wildebeest." 

"Connie. ls that all he said?" 

"He cussed me, but, yeah, he just told me to get out.” 

He nodded, still rubbing his reddened jaw. "He'll wake up in a little bit and probably talk out of his head. Don't 


believe anything he says, and no matter what he threatens to do to you, do not loosen his arms. Do you 
understand?" 


"Yes, sir." 
He roughly cranked up Isbell's bed, removed his IV line and catheter, then examined his stitches, sighing in 
visible relief, Isbell must not have opened them in the fracas. "You'll disinfect these later. You'll have to feed 


him too. He'll need everything now, and you know how to take care of him, I've shown you how." 


He peeled off his gloves and looked at me gravely, his lips a single severe line. "Good luck, kid. Don't let him run 


over you.” 

We both know he'll try his damnedest, Axl refrained from saying out loud. 

"Why do his arms need to be restrained?" 

"Because he's ‘sbell, he's unpredictable. You saw what he just did to me. He could hurt you, kill himself." 
"Kil himself? With what?" 


His irked expression told me he was just on the brink of slapping me. “With his cyanide pills, his gun, whatever 


he could get his hands on. | know he always has a knife and his service revolver on him." 

"Where would he put them, he's nearly naked?" 

Axl contemptuously rolled his eyes. "Do you want to do a cavity search?" he snapped. 

No, | did not. 

"When he wakes up, call me again. He'll be on pain pills now, I'll leave them with you." 

Alarmingly incensed, his stricken jaw now beginning to bruise, he ominously glared at Isbell, whose head was 
thrown at an uncomfortable angle. "He and | need to have a little talk." 

| knew Isbell was coming around, he tried to move and growled in fury when he realized he was restrained. 
"Stop it. You'll hurt yourself again," | said gently. 


His dark eyes were savagely hateful, his cheek still pink from Axl's outraged palm. In a low, threatening voice, 


he gritted emphatically, "Un-do these fuck-ing straps." 
| faintly shook my head. "Axl told me not to." 


"Axl told you? The fuck? You take orders from him and not me?!" 


| dialed 1 on the phone. "He's awake." 

"Taking orders and probably fucking him too," he viciously hissed. "My whore would turn on me when | was laid 
up. You were a damn good whore too; you couldn't get enough of me. You had a lot of needs, though. | guess 
with me out of commission, you had to make do." 


And it begins 


| closed my eyes at his bombarding, spiteful onslaught, aware | was severely outranked, recognized from 


terrible experience I'd always be outgunned and outmaneuvered, and miserably sighed. 
Its lke we've been reintroduced 
Only this time, | know what he's capable of. 


What | am. 


‘Im curious, are you fucking him? Maybe you can find time to fit me in when he's done. | know you just love a 


dick, you filthy fucking whore." 


My enraged mouth flew open and | stopped just short of gasping out loud, my custodial compassion and 
patience hotly withering on the vine as his caustic vitriol arrived right on schedule. 


He doesn't disappoint: 


‘No, lim not fucking him," | ground out, on the verge of slapping his face too, even if he was infirm and 


restrained. / wouldn't do while he was knocked out, either, he'd feel this one. "And stop calling me a whore." 
Isbell opened his mouth to willfully fire another direct hit, then his eyes focused behind me and he closed it. 
"Connie, why don't you get him something to eat from the canteen? And take your time." 

| soon returned with soup, a sandwich, crackers, three packs of Marlboros and a lighter. Axl had provided me 
with a key to the bedroom (this is why | never saw Isbell leave his office; he only used that door to beckon 
me to him) and | slipped in silently, desperately trying to overhear what Axl was murmuring to Isbell. 

"You don't have a choice." 


"Don't fuck this up. You'll never get another chance." 


| gently sat the tray on the rolling table. Axl was sitting on the bed, solemnly sharing a cigarette with Isbell, 
who dramatically sucked on it like it was his last. 


Axl stubbed out the butt and kissed my cheek. "He's all yours, babe." 


| carefully adjusted the meal in front of Isbell, then glanced up at his face to gauge his mood-he was nearly 
vibrating with barely controlled rage. | looked into those brutally cold eyes; the unspoken violence in their 
limitless, evil depths was terrifying. 


Then | unbuckled his restraints. 


The devastating fury instantaneously left his face. He looked up into my eyes, completely shocked, then his 
gaze longingly dropped down to my breasts, and back up. He slowly reached for his spoon and quietly began to 
eat his soup. When he had eaten all of it, he picked up his sandwich. 


As he finished, | immediately handed him his Marlboros. He quickly smoked two of them back to back, lighting 
the second with the butt of the first, contentedly blowing smoke rings, his handsome face rapturous at the 
nicotine flooding his system. 


| silently smoked one of my own and tried not to smile. Isbell and cigarettes were the happiest marriage I'd 


ever seen 
Glad something could calm him down 


| stopped him before he lit a third. Although they were rapidly healing, | needed to disinfect his sutures, Axl 


said they would be coming out sometime soon. ("That's when the real fun begins," he'd sighed) 


When | finished, | left the blankets off his legs so the air could get to the wounds, then | looked up. The raw 


sexual want in his face was so piercingly intense, it made me gasp. 
"Connie," he breathed, intently looking at my mouth, "Suck my dick" 
| shook my head. "You just had your catheter taken out." 


He reached out to touch my hand. "I'm hard C'mon, beautiful." 


| cant," | firmly whispered, pulling back, a fierce determination steadily building inside. "I can't do things with 


you anymore. | can only be your nurse." 


"You're telling me no?" he quietly asked in a deadly calm voice, one that | would be terrified of if he wasn't 
wounded and bedridden, and | nodded, slowly releasing a held breath, immensely relieved that | had actually been 


brave enough to end our affair. 


He dark eyes narrowed as he shot me a viciously withering look, like he could not possibly fathom my terminal 
stupidity, then he leaned his head back and closed his eyes. | could see the boiling, infuriated tension 


venomously working in his jaw. 


| absolutely did not want to do a cavity check, and would never volunteer to do so, but | was beginning to 


wonder in faint alarm where he had left his gun. 

And his knife. 

"Do you need anything else?" | softly asked, hoping to pacify him. 
He didn't open his eyes. "No," he rasped harshly. 


| watched him sullenly smoke three more cigarettes, then dispensed his pills (that he hatefully snatched out of 
my hand, and jerked the glass of water from me so hard, half of it spilled on me), helpfully fluffed his pillow 
and gently cranked his bed down 


"Good night, Agent Isbell." 


He didn't answer. 


| awoke breathless and thrashing in arousal on my bed, my hips rhythmically moving upward, throbbing 
between my legs. | silently gasped and let go, carnal release overwhelming me. | sneaked a look at Isbell laying in 
the bed next to mine, hoping he hadn't noticed; thankfully, his eyes were closed, although | could see he'd been 
sweating. 


"| need my pills," he gritted in a hoarsely strained voice. 


| blurrily got up and quickly retrieved them. When | gave them to him, instead of grabbing them out of my 
hand, he glanced pointedly at me in my nightgown and growled, "Woman, if you're going to parade around in 


front of me like that, you'd better expect me to get between your legs. Again" 


| flushed in chastised embarrassment. | hadn't purposely meant to taunt him, but in my rush to get his 
medication, | didn't stop to put on my robe. | was wearing my favorite nightgown-it was pale blue silk, with a 
halter bodice made entirely of flowered lace. It had been part of my wedding trousseau and it left absolutely 
nothing to the imagination. I'd only worn it because all of my other sleep clothes were dirty, and | thought | 
would get up and shower before he woke up. As | made my way to the bathroom, | groggily realized this was 
the gown | had on when Isbell had fondled me in my sleep. Apparently, he hadn't forgotten it. 


After | showered, dressed, applied my makeup and twisted up my hair, | dutifully fetched his breakfast. He ate 
all of it without a fuss, while | sat next to him and enjoyed mine. It would have been a sweet tableau of gentle 


domestic tranquility, except for the naked resentment steaming off of him. 


| want a bath," he snapped, triumphant smirk firmly locked in place. 


| pushed his tray aside and prepared his things, gritting my teeth, sharply aware he hadn't just suddenly taken 
an innocent interest in his personal cleanliness. | dropped the bedrail, moved closer to remove his gown, and his 
eager hands were on me immediately, pawing and stroking. When | crossed my arms over my breasts and 
angrily glared at him, he finally stopped long enough for me to undress him. He was too strong for me to 
strap his arms down, so | swatted and pushed his hands away, backing out of his reach when he got too 
enthusiastically grabby. When it was time to wash his genitals, his mocking, devilish eyes radiated an ornery 
glint. He coolly linked his fingers behind his head and smugly lifted his chin, raising his eyebrows. 


He was aggressively erect. "I'm waiting," he gloated. 

impossibly exasperated, | threw the washcloth at him and he snickered. 

"Isbell, your hands weren't shot, you can wash yourself!" 

His scornful eyes bored into mine as he spitefully gripped his shaft and moved his hand up and down, 


"Connie," he groaned, slowly thrusting into his hand. "Oh, Connie! Ohl Ohl" he cried, then threw back his head, now 


furiously jerking on his penis, and | slammed down his basin, drenching myself. 
He loudly cackled and | ran into his kitchen before | actually physically choked him. As | lit a cigarette and wiped 
the water out of my eyes, aggravated beyond murder, | wondered where | could get a drink at this hour of 


the morning. 
And if | killed Isbell, would it count as justifiable homicide. 


| heard him scream louder than he ever would permit me to in pleasure, then he shouted, "Oh honey, you're 


going to have to change my sheets!" 


Definitely justifiable homicide. No jury in the world would ever convict me. 


Chapter seventeen 


Author's Notes: 
Please remember it's 1155. And | swear have nothing against Duff McKagan. (Duzzy is my OTP!) 


Axl sat next to Isbell's bed and quickly snipped out his stitches. He carefully examined the vividly pink wounds, 
then brought up Isbell's knee and slowly flexed it back and forth. He gently moved his leg around in different 
directions, and Isbell's face paled, but he didn't wince. 


Axl authoritatively nodded. "You don't show any signs of atrophy, but your ass needs to move so you don't 
grow any weaker. You're getting out of bed" 


Isbell narrowed his eyes and disgustedly glared at me. "She'll drop me. Probably on purpose." 
"Now why would she want to do that, Jeffrey?" Axl shot a filthy look at Isbell that would've killed a mere 


mortal, then angrily shook his head. "You are on some really fucking thin ice, amigo. You have to get your shit 


together, because we both know how completely fucked you are if you run her away. She's here because of 


you. n" 


"| didn't ask for this," Isbell snapped. 
"Neither did she, so learn to play nice. And tomorrow, | will send in an orderly to get you up." 
"Aww, fuck, Red, you trying to kill me?" 


It looked like Isbell might earn another stinging, heartfelt slap from Axl. "Do you have any other suggestions, 
smartass?" 


"Fresh out" 
| thought so." 


Axl disposed of his trash, snapped off his purple gloves and washed his hands, then furiously whirled to face 


me. 
"As for you, Missy, this man here is your boss and you will submit to him when he gives you an order. In the 
future, when he asks you to suck his dick, you will open your mouth and suck it! Like your /ife depends on it! 


Do you understand?" 


All the wind violently left me, sudden hot tears pricking my stunned eyes. 


Hs all | can do fo be his nurse. 
And | thought you were my friend 


| suddenly flashed on Michael McKagan in his cell, still alive when Axl's vengeful pistol blasted away his 
kneecaps, still breathing when his determined scalpel touched his neck 


He had been nearly decapitated. 
And not by an amateur. 


My despairing stomach lurched in unsettled disgust and fear at what | now knew he was capable of. | would not 


defy Axl, even if it was only an intimidating threat. 
| couldn't. 


After he delivered his chilling ultimatum, Axl abruptly left, and | shakily lit a cigarette and brought it to my 
lips. | refused to look at Isbell. 


"You used to run to my dick before. Don't know what your problem is now." 


My bottom lip trembled as | smoked and | tried to bite back a heartsick sob. | puffed a final, trembling inhale, 
then stubbed out the butt and reluctantly lifted his blanket. My hands wouldn't stop shaking, and my agitated 


stomach was so tense it hurt. 
Hope this meets your satisfaction My life might depend on if. 
"Not tonight, dear. | have a headache." 


| jerked a look at him in stunned amazement. | knew It couldn't possibly be understanding that | saw in his face, 


but | decided to believe it was. 


| was dozing in Isbell's twin bed, having the most intensely erotic dream, overwhelmingly aroused, my hips 


arching, throbbing between my legs, blearily realizing | was listening to him whispering pornography to me. 


"lim licking your wet pussy Till you scream, that's my tongue you feel, now I'm fucking you with my hard dick, 
fucking you deep inside, harder and harder, do you feel me inside you? I'm fucking you so hard, | can feel you 
coming, you're so tight against my dick, come for me, beautiful, you always come so hard for me," and | 
flipped over away from him, pressed my hips hard against the mattress and came, my resulting shout muffled 


by my pillow. 


| heard Isbell throatily groan, releasing too, then he grew still. He darkly laughed. 


"| can make you come without laying a finger on you, Connie. You're mine." 


Axl arrived with Bumblefoot, a wheelchair, and a set of crutches. Isbell was deeply unamused when Axl told 
him that the orderly would be coming over several times a day to get him up, but he kept his diabolical 
tongue sheathed. | had internally questioned Axl's sanity over sending over someone named Bumblefoot (was 
Anthrax busy?), but the charming bearded man proved admirably capable, with a steady arm around Isbell, he 


murmured gentle encouragements to him and politely ignored his scathing silence. 


Bumblefoot showed me how to get Isbell into the wheelchair, and | brought him to the sink so he could shave. | 
wondered if he knew | had shaved him when he was unconscious, and my eyes wistfully met his in the mirror. 
Isbell slowly lathered and razored his face as | intently watched, and our shared eye contact rapidly became 


intensely, scorchingly heated, our electrified breathing reflecting our arousal. 


Unwillingly breaking his searing stare, | turned the wheelchair around so | could wash his hair. (Isbell took 
sponge baths on his own now, since | had rudely and firmly quif, darkly muttering very unflattering things 
about me when he did) Knowing he was every bit as riled up as | was, | halfway expected a confrontational 
repeat of his gropey bath-time behavior, but he kept his hands to himself and serenely closed his eyes. | was 
grateful he didn't see how incredibly flustered | was, but | knew he could feel my excited hands trembling as | 
tenderly shampooed and rinsed his hair. 


Isbell remarkably was fairly placid, and the orderly demonstrated how to help him back in the bed. Bumblefoot 
promised to return in the evening, and | vigorously rubbed a towel on Isbell's wet hair. His tired eyelids were 


touchingly drooping, and | as | combed out his tangles, he sweetly fell asleep. 


Shortly afterward, he opened his eyes, his hands urgently reaching for me. "Connie, | need you to, please," he 


rasped in a pleading groan. 


Ml never be able fo keep myself away from him. "I-| don't know how," | said haltingly, shyly blushing because of 


my bewildered inexperience. 

Eddie certainly didn't ask for this Not even when he worked overtime. 

He caught my eyes without hesitation for a long, explosively sexually charged moment, then one side of his 
mouth turned up and he purred reassuringly, "It's not difficult, just don't use your teeth. You don't have to be 
afraid. C'mere, sweetheart, we'll learn something new." 


| stared at him, unable to move, my eyes apprehensively wide. 


He groaned again, turning his head. "God, woman, you could make a dead man hard with those big Bambi eyes." 


| took a quavering deep breath and stood up, pulled down his blanket and timidly lifted the hem of his gown. 
"No, honey, take it off me." 


| reached over and affectionately embraced him, so warm and familiar. | held him tightly in my arms for a 
moment, reluctantly but completely trusting him, listening to his heart pounding, feeling my own receptive need 
beginning to achingly smolder, and untied the strings in the back. He leaned into me and whispered on my neck, 


| won't hurt you, beautiful. | know it's your first time." 


| nodded and moved back, feeling better and slightly more enthusiastic, then pulled his gown off. He lifted his 
hips as | carefully removed his boxer shorts, compassionately taking in his pale and painfully scarred body, 
then looked into his eyes. He gingerly moved his legs slowly apart and | comfortably settled between them, he 
was so well-endowed it was intimidating. | looked up into his eyes again, then | hesitantly took what | could of 


him in my mouth, wrapping an inexpert hand around the rest. 

‘Oh-hh," he moaned loudly. | vividly remembered how pleasurable it had been when he used his tongue on me, 
so | did that to the head, tasting him tentatively. He sharply gasped above me. "Suck," he breathed and arched 
his hips up. | did, moving up and down, without teeth, licking and sucking lke my life depended on if, taking him in 
a little farther, wondering if | was even doing this right, then warm salty liquid gushed into my mouth, nearly 
gagging me. | jerked backwards off him and abruptly swallowed in horrified shock, wiping my mouth with the 
back of my embarrassed hand. 

"Thats my girl," he cooed, looking down at me between his legs, contented bliss softening his angular face. Lazily 
smirking, he arched a knowing eyebrow. "Y'know, that was just adorable how you pretended you'd never sucked 
a cock before. Really made for a pleasant experience. We might have to explore this talent a little further.” 

| was completely sfunned at what he was implying. "| wasn't pretending" | angrily snapped. 


"You never went down on ol' Eddie? No wonder he left you." 


Aggravated, murderous fury flooded me. This bastard just loved to wind me up and still knew exactly what 
buttons to push. The demanding urge to choke him returned, and he was so close. 


"He never told me that when | went to see him" 

My shocked eyes grew ENORMOUS, and | audibly gasped 
You saw Eddie? 

Does he still care about me? 


"Who do you think conducted your background check? | went to his humble abode, where | cheerfully made his 
acquaintance. He proudly introduced his better half, who looked to be in her third trimester, then | pulled him 


aside and uh, amiably persuaded him to discuss you." 
Oh, | was insanely curious to hear how, but guessed that Isbell wouldn't forthcoming with that information. 


"He said that the two of you had been engaged to be married, but had mutually and cordially parted ways due 


to irreconcilable differences." 
Cordially? He took the gun to keep me from shooting him. 
THEM 


And what the hell kind of bullshit is irreconcilable differences? 


"Connie, he really wanted to have kids. Emphasis on the plural. He also mentioned, unprompted, you couldn't cook, 
had zero interest in sex and were a dead fish in bed" 


| dropped my fatally humiliated head and closed my heartbroken eyes, wanting to curl up and de, then 
fervently hoped that Isbell had taken his beloved picana with him and shoved it up Eddie's ass 


Turned up to the highest voltage. 

Then beat him to death with it. 

| felt Isbell's hand stroking the top of my head and sadly looked up. 

"Honey, if you were a dead fish in bed, it's because you had a shitty teacher. | knew when we started fucking, | 
would have to provide you with an education, which | did and you eagerly responded to. You howled like hell 
every time / fucked you, and couple of times | even feared for my life." 

He lightly chuckled, his eyes bright but sleepy. His orgasm must've put him in an exceptionally good mood. Still 
tenderly stroking my head, he quietly continued, "| made sure sex was pleasurable for both of us, and under 
my expert guidance I've even got you swallowing like the rawest-kneed whore." 

Whore. Even though | had been enjoying our physical closeness and what | guessed was his version of praise, he 
just had to slip that in there, and it went straight through me. | angrily got out of the bed and made to leave 
his bedroom. 

He blew out an exasperated sigh. "Shit, come back here. Guess its my turn to get you off" 


| abruptly stopped, my back still to him. / was listening 


"Sit on my face." 


| turned around to him and drew my appalled brows together in confusion. What?! What was the purpose of 
that? 


‘Fuck Let me put this in little terms you can understand. You open your legs and put your pussy on my 
mouth. Then | lick your clit until you come your brains out. You /ove it, you damn near broke my nose the last 


time." He laughed. "Then you kicked me when | didn't let you come." 
Oh 
"Look at you not saying no," he hooted. 


| grabbed the hem of my skirt and started to pull it up and he sighed loudly, like my unrelenting stupidity was 
deliberately making him suffer. 


"Take it off before you fucking suffocate me." 
| obediently twisted around to unzip it, and his breath audibly caught. 
"Slowly," he whispered, his black eyes alight. "Take everything off very slowly for me." 


Why not, today is just full of firsts With his huge, appreciative eyes expectantly trained on me, | seductively 
pulled my skirt off, playfully wiggling it down my hips, then unhurriedly, deliberately unouttoned my blouse and 
threw it off. | turned my back to him, then flirtatiously looked over my shoulder and caught his piercing gaze 
while | provocatively pulled my bra straps down my shoulders, then reached both arms behind me and 
unhooked it, holding it up by one strap and intentionally dropping it in front of me, then | put my hands inside 
my underwear and slowly slid them down, never taking my eyes off his. When | suggestively bent over in front 


of him and unsnapped my stockings, his chest was heaving as he panted raggedly. 

"| wanted to fuck you the second | laid eyes on you," he hoarsely rasped. 

| raced back to his bed, and ardently pressed myself against him, feeling his bare torso against mine. We had 
never been fully naked around each other and it was intoxicating to me. | arched back on my hands and knees 
with his heated body underneath me, giddy with anticipation and arousal, poignantly realizing how deeply | had 
missed him. | kneeled with him between my legs, then gently put both of my hands on his face and gleefully 
smiled into his eyes. 

He coldly glared into mine, his sweet gentleness and amorous fire suddenly gone. 

"You're the most beautiful whore I've ever seen," he Vvenomously spat. 


| was on top of him, completely nude, a willing knee on either side of his head, gently rocking and loudly gasping, 
that vicious tongue unerring, his angle absolutely perfect, his strong fingers brutally digging into my hips. My 


back arching hard, | was biting the inside of my wrist, unsuccessfully masking my wounded, delirious cries, the 
other hand whitely gripping the metal bedframe, hanging on for dear life. 


"| hate you, Isbell." 
Beneath me, | felt him laugh, then peck a slow kiss. "Good Makes you come really hard" 


He suddenly pulled my hips down sharply, and with an unleashed, earsplitting scream, | did. 


He was leisurely smoking in bed, one arm comfortably resting behind his head. | had brought a wet washcloth 
to clean him up, but he refused it. 


"No, | like tasting a woman on my lips." He exaggeratedly licked them, then widely opened his mouth and stuck 
his tongue out. "Give Daddy a kiss." 


My eyes flashed in virulent fury, acrimonious rage instantly returning. | missed my actual Daddy so 
desperately it nearly doubled me over in agony every day, and | mistakenly thought | had actually broken Isbell 
of insensitively asking me to call him that the night he first bent me over his desk; he'd substituted Zzy for 
Daddy, and we'd subsequently had a mind-blowing encounter (affer he'd spanked me), but no, he remained a 


completely unrepentant, inconsiderate bastard 

He wordlessly interpreted the open disgust on my face, then slowly looked my body up and down, his 
unflinchingly penetrating gaze even more probing since | hadn't gotten dressed. Isbell positively excelled at 
staring at you until you felt totally exposed and squirming, pinned down and dissected alive in one bored glance, 
and here | was, iferally naked, set out on a platter for him just to take in. 


He doesn’t even have to imagine, | bitterly groused. /m helping him right out. 


"The police never arrested who killed your parents." His voice was soft, uncharacteristically void of its normal 


mocking derision, matter-of-factly stating what he knew to be truth. 


| looked at his face in startled amazement, my eyes dumbfoundedly round, then shook my head, unshed grief 
still wildly clawing me deeply inside. 


"It was Frank Davis, your dad's business partner. | know where he is, and when I'm able to walk again, | plan on 


visiting him as well. And I'm gonna take alf my toys." 


Our eyes met, and in that devastating, loaded second what passed from me to him certainly felt like 


permission, though | knew for certain Isbell would never seek it. 


Or need it 


His dark eyes swept lingeringly over my vulnerable, nude form again. This time they were much softer. 
He held his arms out to me. "Come to me, beautiful. I'll never let anyone get you." 


If nakedly curling up to another vicious killer was what | had to do in order to feel completely safe for the 


first time in five years, | was all for it. 
What would my parents think of me now? 


Even though there wasn't much room in his bed, | lifted his covers and carefully climbed in, sated and 
exhausted, and tightly wrapped my arms around him. 


| never dreamed | could feel safe again 
As | was drifting off, protectively sheltered in his arms, my sleepy head lying on his bare chest, listening to 


his reassuring heartbeat, | felt his arm snake around my neck and swiftly yank out the comb that was holding 


my hair up, then heard it distantly clatter on the floor. 


Chapter eighteen 


It had been a very long day. 


Bumblefoot had arrived early. Isbell had briefly tried crutches, and patently disliked them, but now was now 
able to walk with the orderly supervising him. Bumblefoot was his usual gentle, patient self, Isbell was his 
normal wretched, cantankerous self, and the morning passed uneventfully, although | was very impressed at 
Isbell's progress. When the orderly left, Isbell wearily got back in bed and took a short nap before he demanded 
breakfast. 


That's when the fun started 


Another orderly named Ashba arrived bearing pancakes but no syrup. He left to retrieve it and returned with 
scrambled eggs. From the corner of my eye | saw Isbell angrily reaching for his fork and gently intimated to 
Ashba that night now might be a good time to leave. Amazingly, the obtuse orderly got the idea and | only 
persuaded a sullen and grumpy Isbell to eat his still-dry, now cold pancakes and eggs by generously promising 


him extra cigarettes and maybe some kisses in a special place later. 
Even though my salary was unbelievable, | still thought | needed a raise. Possibly a medal. 


Along with a two-week paid vacation to Tahiti. Or Africa. To stave off the drinking problem his recovery would 
surely incite (| had already started smoking nearly as much as he did). 


Then he announced that he was my boss and ordered me to give him a bath. Instead of sponge-bathing him in 
his bed, | was able to get him into the shower, seated on a bath chair. He eagerly threw off his underwear and 
expectantly sat, dark eyes glinting in anticipation, and | untied his gown behind him and stepped out of the 


shower, leaning away from him to turn on the water. He incredulously pouted when | shook my head. 

"You need to do this on your own" 

| perched sentinel on the nearby toilet to keep an eye on him and to my astonishment, he obediently soaped up 
his pale chest. | remembered bathing him when he was unconscious, how still and fragile he been, then | 
longingly recalled | had also stolen a kiss when he was out, and my heart sadly ached that he never kissed me, 
before or after his shooting, how sharply | missed physical affection, so deeply personal, like a secret, intimate 
language between two people, and Isbell refused to speak it at all 

| really am his whore. He called me that to my face. 


Its pointless fo think otherwise. 


| had disappointed tears in my eyes when | looked up and registered the evil grin he was leveling at me. "See, | 


can wash my own dick, Connie," he said as he graphically demonstrated. 


Blinking quickly, | covered my mouth with my hand as | huffed a dirty laugh. "I got you cleaner than that" | 
giggled. 


"What?" 
| bathed you when you were unconscious. You sparkled when | got done with you." 


"I thought someone might've cleaned me up, because | didn't need a shave when | came around. Glad it was you 


and not fucking Buckethead l'd put a bullet in his dumb ass for washing my balls.’ 
| snorted 


His was genuinely smiling at me, and his shining eyes were alight with devilish mischief. "Did you enjoy bathing 
me?" he purred. 


| couldn't stop the enormous, ornery smile spreading across my face. | had, but it was the sweet, quiet 


intimacy that | had enjoyed, one that was unrelentingly denied me while he was awake. 


"l'Il take that as a yes" He missed the small frustrated sigh that escaped me. "I saw your eyes getting all 


misty when | was washing myself. Why don't you join me in here and get me really clean again?" 


Okay, you talked me into if. | undressed quickly (he didn't get a striptease this time), and stood naked in front of 
him in the shower, the pounding hot water hitting my back. | stroked the back of my hand across his cheek 
and looked in his eyes, then gazed in yearning at his mouth, hoping he might take the hint. 


Instead he placed a strong hand on the back of my head and pulled me down to his waiting erection. 


He treats me like a whore because that's all Im ever going to be to him. 


| mostly stayed away from him for the rest of the day, lest | snap and bite his head off. Bumblefoot was in 
and out, and he could deal with Isbell Today, because | certainly wasn't in the mood. After unsuccessfully trying 
to lose myself in my books, | busied myself with scrubbing his quarters, and at mealtimes, | wordlessly served 


him his and hurried into the kitchen to eat mine. 


As our shared bedtime approached, it suddenly occurred to me that | had never, in all of Isbell's convalescence, 
witnessed Axl giving him any kind of mood stabilizer to even out his Jekyll and Hyde nature, never administered 
anything to sharpen his capacity for empathy, that someone who worked for the CIA wouldn't knowingly alter 
their best interrogator, that | had been suckered in and told a bald-faced lie so | wouldn't turn and run. 


bell wasn't the only one who talked out of his ass. Which he seldom did, despite his colleague's harsh 


assessment. 


Sighing despondently, | put on my pajamas and went back to Isbell's room. His twin bed had disappeared from 
his bedroom when | began sleeping with him in his hospital bed, so my only option was to sack out on the 
kitchen floor, and | was so incredibly disgusted at him | was willing to give that a try, just to not have to lay 
next to him and be callously used again 

He was intently absorbed in one of my books when | came in, and innocently glanced up with his huge eyes. 
Quietly, he said, "Hadn't realized it was so late." Those appreciative eyes roamed over me as he dropped my 
book to the floor, threw back the covers and invitingly moved over. "Come to bed, beautiful.” 

| rolled my eyes. Was there ever a doubt? "Good night," | snapped in irritation, turning to leave. 

"Just what the hell is your problem, anyway?" 

Í couldn't say it out loud. Im just his secretary. 

Although | am getting paid to fuck him. Rather well, actually. 

Guess what else that makes me? 


| mean, you're acting just like a woman." 


Here we go. "I am a woman! Not just your secretary, not just your nurse, a woman! l'm not something that is 


beneath you, and I'm defintely not your whore!" 

"| didn't say you were," he calmly said 

The gall of this man He's unbelievable. "You've done nothing but call me a whore since your eyes opened” 

"| did. And | stopped After | was fold to, not asked to, but | did stop" 

Yeah, so I wouldnt bite you when I orally serviced you "Well, you treated me like one today" 

"How?" 

| angrily threw my hands up in mute aggravation Do / even have to explan this? 

"Wait, is this because | didn't eat your pussy in the shower? Well, cupcake, | was kinda unable to in there, but 
if you get in bed here, | will. You can ask, you know, you don't have to walk around with a chapped ass all day, 
expecting me to be a fucking felepath and read your mind. Fuck Arguing with a damn woman about her needs 


And everybody wondered why | didn't want to get married" 


Ím giving this one last try. "Isbell, would it totally kill you to treat me like a person and not a just a hole for 


your convenience 7" 


'| don't see any bruises on you, sweetheart, and | don't think you're all that mistreated, but sure, honey, HI look 
into it" 


| rolled my eyes again. / give up. 


"| said I'd look into it" He stared without flinching into my eyes for a very long time, until | looked down, still 
uncomfortable with his piercing gaze. 


"Come to bed," he softly repeated. He jerked his head toward the minute empty space beside him, and | 
hesitantly crawled in, still pissed off, but not especially wanting to sleep on the floor. | immediately turned my 
back to him and crossed my arms, my rear end unavoidably touching his hip, our bed too small to imprison a 


grudge. 

He snorted in disbelief. 

"Good night, Agent Isbell." 

"Good night, Miss Robinson" 

In the middle of the night, his intimate touches roused me from a deep sleep. He had turned me around to him 
and unbuttoned my pajama top, gently licking and sucking my nipple, his thumb lightly rubbing the other one. He 
trailed affectionate kisses up my neck, but stopped at my mouth, and | turned my head and sighed in defeated 
frustration into my pillow. His mouth returned to my breast and | threaded my fingers through his hair as he 
put his arm behind me and bound me tightly to him. 

As he feasted on me, | weakly thought, Being your well-paid whore isn’t so bad 

| felt his teeth begin to gently explore me, and my resulting aroused moan was uncontrollably loud. "Like that?" 
he murmured, and | shouted my response as | yanked at his hair, his tiny bites becoming irresistible pulling. His 
wandering tongue caressed my tender skin as a purposeful hand settled between my legs, intensely fondling, and 
| grabbed the sides of my pajama bottoms and jerked them down. 

‘Somebody got over being just a hole, he whispered hotly against my temple. 


‘| still hate you, Isbell," | hissed, hurriedly them off. 


He touched me inside, and | instantly closed my eyes and took a shuddering breath as my hips shot up, my 


exhilarated heels digging in the mattress, writhing in enraptured pleasure from those determined fingers. 


"This dripping pussy says you /ove me," he snarled, pressing his forehead against mine. 


"Shut up and fuck me," | gasped, my chest furiously heaving as | looked into his eyes, then | started stroking 
him, gripping his hardness in my hand, moving it up and down. He made a strangled noise in the back of his 


throat and hoarsely groaned, "Here, get on top of me." 


| rolled over, a knee on either side of him. | lowered my hips down to him and he found me; he immediately 


thrust up and | arched back on a loud wail, then stopped. 

"You okay?" he whispered, his impatient hands rubbing my ass. 

| nodded, my breath coming in sharply audible gasps. 

"Then you need to move." 

"| can't," | panted. 

"Why not?" 

Because this feels exquisite. 

And if | move, Im done. 

He rocked his hips upwards, bringing his hands up to my waist, his rhythm slow and unrelenting, and | was 
finally able to rock against him, as he hit something devastating inside me. | moved my hips against his, picking 
up a little speed, but | couldn't do it for very long, this was overwhelmingly intense and | arched back again, 
raking my nails down his chest and bearing down with a deafening shout. 

He wasn't finished, and he grabbed my hips and pulled me back and forth against him. He still felt good inside 
me, and astonishingly, it started building up again Hooded eyes smiled when | started crying out and moving 
with him, and he began intently kneading my breasts with his hands. When he lightly pinched my nipples, | broke 


again, slamming into him one last time as he quietly groaned through his release. 


We both laid naked and sweating in that tiny bed, him casually smoking in the dark and me limply draped across 
his chest, utterly spent. 


"lm so damn jealous women can do that," he muttered, flicking an ash on the floor. 
"Do what," | murmured tiredly. 


"Have multiple orgasms. | can make you come back-to-back like that all night long." 


You'll kill me. "Not tonight" 


He chuckled, affectionately stroking my back. "No, but when | get my strength back, we're going to give it a 
go.’ His fingers were featherlight, almost soothing me back to sleep. "Connie, you know you're not a whore. 
There's so many things we can do that you don't know about, and | really want to show you." 

He gently placed his Marlboro between my lips, and | took a hopeful drag, then exhaled. "Like what?" 

Maybe they will be the intimate language he wants fo speak to me. 

Maybe Hl enjoy them more than kissing 

"Role-playing and bondage, and | haven't spanked you for any meaningful length of time." 

Oh. 


Apparently | need more training to be a fully functional whore. 


None of this sounded anything remotely close to appealing to me, but | couldn't forget Isbell was still my boss 
and | was expected to sexually perform lke my life depended on if, could |? 


| was thinking, / really liked it when | combed your hair and you fell asleep, when his thumb began persistently 


rubbing long strokes on the small of my back, giving me delicious chills everywhere. 

"Mmm," | breathed, suggestively moving my breasts against his chest. My hips were becoming more awake, 
and | slowly raised my head to look at him slyly from under my eyelashes. In the dim bedroom, | could faintly 
make out an evil smile settling on his face. 


"Still hate me, beautiful?" 


You have no idea 


Chapter nineteen 
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Axl came over and had dinner with us (Buckethead had dropped off takeout fried chicken). He hungrily stripped 


a drumstick, then gravely pointed the naked bone at Isbell. "Bad news, mi compadre. PT arrives tomorrow." 
Isbell indifferently met his eyes and helped himself to the mashed potatoes and gravy. 


"Who's PT?" | asked Axl, biting into a crispy, juicy breast. Wow. There must be as least Il herbs and spices on this 


chicken 

"Physical therapy." He shot me an ornery smirk. "And when you guys see him, you'll shit yourself." 

| blanched at his choice of words. My experiences with Isbell on a bedpan left me unable to even hear jokes 
about it. | was certain | needed psychiatric help, and sometimes wondered if there was an available 
headshrinker in the building. 

"Why?" | asked, unsure if it was curiosity or dread | felt flickering to life. 

"You'll see." 

To my immense relief, Isbell remained in control of his bowels when his physical therapist arrived, although / 
could barely contain myself. He was the same height as Isbell, same stringy black hair, same level black 
eyebrows, same beaky nose (shells was more delicate), same high cheekbones, same thin mouth, same long 
face, same broad shoulders. His eyes were light gray where Isbell's were dark, and he was impressively 
muscular, with vivid and bright tattoos everywhere. 


He also radiated a quiet friendliness. "Hello," he said, with a kind smile, "lm Richard Fortus." 


| couldn't stop grinning. If | did, | would start guffawing | quietly srickered into my shoulder and wondered in 
amused astonishment if it was Axl or God trying to be funny. 


‘Its a pleasure to meet you, Richard" | extended my hand, my delighted cheeks beginning to ache. 


Isbell didn't say anything, just silently glowered. He bravely stood up and faced Fortus, pale as death, 
relentlessly clad in his signature black, staring down his colorful doppelganger, who was beaming, wearing a light 


blue t-shirt, red pants and heavy black boots. 


| gathered this was some sort of a manly meeting of wills, a testosterone-fueled duel, knowing that Isbell, 
although he making swift progress, was at a decided disadvantage. Terrible experience told me how much 
strength he held in his sinewy frame, but he decidedly was no match for pure brute force. 


They paired off like warring gladiators, and | chose not to watch Isbell's inaugural physical therapy session, 
fearing | would erupt into uncontrollable and hysterical laughter. | took my cigarettes and book reluctantly into 
the kitchen, where | put on a pot of coffee and listened for Isbell to cry out in distress. 


He didn’t, in fact, either time he'd been shot, he seldom demonstrated that he was in any kind of pain. | 
wondered if his fierce stoicism came naturally or if it had been learnt in his vocational school-when he didnt 


cry out, was he rewarded? Or did his torture simply stop? 


He's a tough bastard, Axl had said, and | had to admit he was right. Isbell never complained, never once admitted 
that his wounds caused him any suffering or lingering discomfort (although | knew they had to), wearing his 
unflinching fortitude as casually offhand as he wore his black leather trench coat. | had hated him the day | 
met him, and there were still days | could kill him, but | did have a certain degree of respect for him, for 


what he had been through, and his strength, physical and mental, was impressive. 

bell takes things lke a man | now understood what that phrase actually meant. 

| got up to pour myself another cup of coffee and suddenly realized everything had gone quiet. | returned to 
Isbell's room and found him lying in his bed- our bed, the cramped hospital one had kindly been replaced by a 
double-his black fringe wet, sweat softly shining on his naked torso, deeply asleep. 

At that moment | understood how unmercifully his twin had tortured him, and marveled at karma's exacting 
nature, as graceful and accurate as a snakebite. | leaned in and gently brushed a damp lock of hair off his 
beautiful pale face, and his dark eyes shot open, full of withering scorn 

What have | done now? | thought tiredly, his exhausting mood swings giving me mental whiplash. 


He closed his eyes and wearily sighed, "You used to smile at me like that." 


| tried not to chuckle. Dont fell me he's jealous. "| like your tattoos better," | said softly, my fingers brushing 
the IZZY on his arm. He weakly nodded, seemingly pacified but still exhausted, and immediately fell back to sleep. 


He awakened at dinnertime, slowly ambling into the kitchen just in time to collect the plate | had made for him. 
"That smells like meatloaf." 


"That's because it meatloaf," | smiled at him as he eased onto his chair. ‘My mom's recipe." 
He warily took a small bite, then looked up at me in surprise. "This is really good." 


| sat down in the seat next to him with my plate. "Thank you. She was an excellent cook, and this was my 


favorite thing that she made. Since today is a kind of a special day to me, | thought | would make it” 
"Why is today special to you?" he tiredly furrowed his eyebrows as he screwed the cap back onto the ketchup. 


"Is, uh, my birthday," | hesitantly admitted It was the first one | had attempted to do anything special for 
since my breakup with Eddie. 


"Why didn't you tell me your birthday was coming up?" he demanded. 


Oh, maybe because | didn’t think you would care? "It's not important," | muttered, looking down, disinterestedly 


moving my peas around on my plate. 
"Connie, it is, | would've given you a gift.” His meatloaf was rapidly disappearing, | noticed. 


Since you give that to me just about every night, Isbell, | dont really think it counts as a gift, | dismissively 


snorted as | picked at mine. 


He purposely caught my eyes and intently held my gaze. "No, | would've. | don't know how you could possibly 
need another book, but | do know that you like pretty clothes and things. Maybe you could use a nice string of 
pearls to go with them." Quickly glancing down, he picked up and swallowed a forkful of peas, then drank from 


his water glass. "Will you get me another piece of meatloaf, beautiful? Please?" 


Richard came by frequently, unfailingly cheerful and friendly. | never watched Isbell's grueling PT; however, 
from what | could hear from the kitchen, | knew the genial man abused Isbell every bit as torturously as Isbell 
had degraded his prisoners. After Fortus left, he always slept like a dead man, but he would get out of bed 
upon waking and be up for the rest of his day, sitting in his favorite chair and obsessively poring over CIA 
files (that he surprisingly would give to me to read and want to discuss with me). He also attended daily 
meetings with Dean Hannity, who would occasionally stop in and ask me for heavily detailed oral progress 


reports on my boss. 


Remarkably, Isbell had nearly recovered from his injuries, still moving with his cat-like elegant grace, without 
any trace of a limp. He remained an incorrigible chain-smoker, but he had put on some healthy weight (without 
hesitation, he ate every bite of every single meal | prepared for him and usually requested seconds) and 
stopped looking so deathly gaunt and pale; | would surreptitiously gaze at his now gently rounded backside and 


inwardly groan, my overwhelming physical attraction to him growing unbelievably stronger. 


His rigorous therapy benefitted our sexual relationship, too, he ravaged me in that bed for hours every night. 


True to his word, he explored role-playing with me (nurse and patient was an obvious, perennial favorite; 
student and teacher had been eye-opening, dirty fun, especially since /had been the teacher and he had 
seduced me, and nun and priest had been interesting, not to mention spine-meltingly hot). These nocturnal 
masquerades, although | hadn't initially welcomed them, lit our sex life on fire (not that it needed any help), and 


his remarkable stamina returned. 


| noted it had in every area of his life, and | would sit beside him as he worked his long, punishing hours, 
fastidiously taking the carefully detailed notes he dictated about fellow agents and contacts, the two of us 
examining potential trouble spots and volatile governments around the world, me infrequently providing 
background on a country he was slightly unfamiliar with. There weren't many; Isbell was extensively well- 
traveled and, without prompting, would detail his global excursions to me as | listened, even though | was 


blisteringly envious. 

(He hadn't been to Africa, though. That would've pushed me over the edge.) 

| was reading a folder that Isbell had handed me, of agent Darren Arthur Reed, when | felt his dark eyes 
intensely studying me. 

"What?" | blurted, instantly on alert. 

"Do you remember when | asked you to call me Izzy?" 

| felt my eyes widen. 

VIVIDLY. | doubt if | could ever forget. 

My hand unconsciously fluttered across my belated-birthday pearl necklace as | smiled, "Yes," figuring my boss 
was subtly ordering to his bedroom. He hadn't made me beg for him for quite a while, and | surmised he was 
missing it. 

"Well, you don't have to be screaming and writhing underneath me to call me that, you know." 

Really. Hmm. Isbell was normally fiercely walled off outside of his work, not one for small talk, not one for even 
speaking at all, and never, ever about feelings, but once in a blue moon he would give me just the tiniest, 
swiftest fleeting glimpse of what was going on inside him, and it was always stunning. 

Still smiling at him, | nodded, successfully keeping the shocked amazement off my face. 


This sounds like intimacy. Im yearning for a different kind, but maybe this is all he's able to give me. 


He jerked his chin toward the folder in my hands. "A four-star, imbecilic furd completely butchered an op in 


Central America, and like some dumb-assed, berserko howler monkey, he shit on what he didn’t fuck up. Reed's 


up to his neck in Zacapa, trying so hard not to drown in the wreckage, he's dizzy. What do you know about 
Guatemala, honey?" 


| was awakened by roaming, proposing lips traveling up and down my naked back. When | turned over and 
sleepily opened my eyes to him, he murmured, "Let's play a game," as he leisurely ran a long finger lightly 


between my breasts and down my stomach. 


He always he began our role-playing with these words, and | blearily began a list of the multitude of sins I'd 


need to confess. 

This might take a while. 

"A new game," he whispered, slowly stroking me from side to side under my breasts. 

Oh? 

| might lke that. 

| caught an evil glimpse of smiling white teeth in the dark. "Hades and Persephone." 

Huh, Dragged off to hell by its landlord and held there against my will 

You couldn't say Isbell wasn't inventive. 

Or blithely unaware of my plight. 

He got on top of me and rubbed his hands on the sides of my waist, then kissed up the path his finger had 
trailed down. | contentedly sighed, running my hands through his hair, not resisting his sensuous, persuasive 
advances. He pecked slow, lingering kisses all over my breasts, purposely avoiding my nipples, then suddenly 


grabbed both of my wrists with his right hand, binding them together and holding them over my head. 


"You're my prisoner, Persephone, and I'm going to make you my wife," he rasped, grinning down at me in 


triumph. "You will stand beside me and be my queen" 


He let go of my wrists when his provocatively teasing mouth began traveling back down my chest, and | 


arched my back, deliberately bringing my breasts up to meet him. 
He purposely kissed me between them, fondling my left one with his right hand and affectionately nuzzled the 
other with his nose as | tangled my fingers in his hair again. "Tell me no," he whispered against me. As he 


looked up, his dark eyes intensely focused on mine. 


| dont think | can. I really dont want to. 


| shook my head vigorously as he began to smile. No. Oh no. 
"Don't stop," | whispered, dazedly stroking back a strand of his black hair. 


"Connie." He had my nipple between his lips and | could feel him unsuccessfully trying not to laugh, the gentle 


vibrations in his warm mouth and his tickling, amused breaths driving me mad | was now very awake. 


A playful chuckle escaped him as his eyes crinkled. "Work with me here, beautiful. Say, ‘No, Hades, | want to go 


home." 
Home. 


My throat started closing up, and hot tears began stinging my eyes. "| want to go home. | want my mother; | 
began to sob. 


Suddenly, | missed her so desperately it was like an knife ripping through my painfully tightening gut. | wanted 
them back so piercingly, needed them alive again so intensely that | couldn't help the excruciating, wounded 
cries that violently began to shake me. 

| want to g-go home, Izzy, | want t-to go home," | tearfully gasped. 

Isbell had stopped caressing me when | began to howl and break down, but he was still on top of me, his 
concerned fingertips gently wiping the tears off my face. He tucked his head in my shoulder and my 
devastated weeping grew even louder, though | wasn't even sure why. He wrapped his arms tightly around me 


and rolled us over, then began running his fingers through my hair and reassuringly stroking my head. 


"Shh, Connie, you are home," he murmured into my hair, pressing a sweet kiss on my wet temple, his hands 


still softly brushing my face. 

No. HI never be home again 

That's why | want to wander the world To find home again 

| hysterically wept for everything that had cruelly been snuffed out, the total brutality of the loss ripping me 
apart all at once, wailing over his quiet and warm consoling. He rocked me as | cried shattered, agonized tears 
helplessly on his neck, until | dropped off to sleep in his arms. 


When | awoke, Isbell was gone. 


Along with his gun and his knife. 
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Isbell had gone back to sleep. When he returned this morning, | listened carefully as he quietly slipped into the 
bathroom and took a shower, then wordlessly climbed naked back into bed and pulled me to him. He hoarsely 
whispered a request for his "naughty nurse" and | had bucked astride him while he spanked my ass and | 
savagely pulled his hair; we had bitten each other without mercy, both of us shouting loudly at the climax of 
our brutal frenzy. 


| didn't want to think about where he'd been. 


And why it didn't bother me at all 


| was sitting in the kitchen, blissfully dazed, distractedly drinking coffee and smoking when Axl came in. 
"Connie, are those hickeys on Is-," he abruptly paused as he took in my love bites, "bell" 


| blinked slowly, smiling dreamily. "The patient is feeling better," | murmured, my lips perched for a sip on the 


edge my coffee mug. 


"Ye-es,"he unhurriedly drawled, raising his eyebrows, ‘lm sure he is In fact, after he signs a couple of official 
documents and attends um, to some formalities, he's going back into the field." 


Oh? 


| obviously knew Isbell had recovered, but | had assumed he'd returned to his project at Basalt, conveniently 
forgetting he was a field agent. 


Who by definition traveled the world 


Now what? My shocked eyes widened, then dropped to the floor as | felt a choking and heavy disappointment 


begin to spread immense wings in my chest. 


We had only just started growing closer. I was becoming more than just sex 

I think he was trying to make love to me last night 

Axl reassuringly patted my hand. "Don't worry, honey, you're going with him" 

| was stunned. "| am? Why would he need to take his secretary with him?" 

Axl's crafty eyes had turned deep emerald, and he again raised his eyebrows with a smirk 

"Im not his secretary anymore?" 

"You never were," he chuckled quietly, delighted humor merrily dancing in those amazing green eyes. 
"Huh? 


"Connie, you were never hired to be his secretary." 


What is he saying? Of course | was hired to be his secretary. 

Wasnt 1? 

Oh my God. That must be why they always scrambled to give me something to do. 

| suddenly gasped in disgusted mortification Had / really been hired to be just his plaything? 

| had done my job well, if that was the case. 

My shameful fingers grazed my freshly devoured neck. h fact, | was still very hard at work 
Axl took in my frown and smiled broadly. "You were hired to be his partner." 

Partner? Did | hear him right? 

| was reeling afraid to even breathe. 


"When top brass heard that Isbell had shot Gilby Clarke, his neck was on the line. Clarke was undercover CIA, 


and was about to lead the agency to his chemical sources." 
| asked Axl what | wanted to know my very first day. "Why did he shoot him?" 


"Hell, why does Isbell do anything? Maybe it was just to watch him die." 


bell loves Johnny Cash, but not that much Maybe he had a reason 

"Isbell very nearly lost his job, but Hannity intervened, pointing to his excellent track record and insisting he 
was too valuable to the agency to be let go. He promised to discipline him and temporarily demoted him, that's 
why he's here. He doesn't like being cooped up. He wants to roam.’ 

‘And he would be given a partner. Hannity thought Isbell needed a woman's touch." 

| flushed at his devilish choice of words. Axl cheekily cleared his throat, looking pointedly at my ravaged neck. 
"The thought of working with a woman just about sent him over the edge. He begged Hannity to reconsider, 
saying he would curb his temper, attend sessions with a psychiatrist, anything He even threatened to turn in 


his service revolver." 


"Hannity wouldn't budge. Not only would Isbell have a female companion, he couldn't do anything to sabotage the 


partnership. He couldn't harm you or run you off" 
/ was his punishment. That's why he had hated me so fiercely 


As if he could read my thoughts, Axl murmured, "I was honestly surprised he didn't treat you much worse. He 
went completely off the rails.” 


"But you said he chose me." 

"During the interviews, he was told to choose a secretary. A week before you started, he was told the truth." 
"Why wasn't II" | exclaimed hotly. 

"Easy, kid" His voice was quietly calm. "That was part of the vetting process; we couldn't hire just anyone to 
be Isbell's partner, you know not everyone can work with him. Originally, you were supposed to live here with 
him and receive your training." He sighed. "But he was a lit fuse and we didn't know what he would do, to 
himself or you. It was Joyce's idea to actually begin you as his secretary, to slowly acclimate you to him." 

He paused, pursing his lips. "She wanted to protect you. She felt that a woman might be afraid of him." 

| can't imagine why. 

He continued. "After he calmed down a little and you got settled in, we were going to tell you and move you 
here, but then your horny asses started fucking. Thank God Finally, the two of you could tolerate each other, 


and Hannity's experiment was beginning to work, at least on that level. Honestly, your relationship up till then 


had been so fractious, we didn't want to jeopardize it" 


"Then he was shot and needed a caretaker, so that became your training. You were the obvious choice: you 
were convenient, you were smart enough to be his nurse; you were attached to him, so his safety was 
imperative to you; and you would learn how to work with him in the worst of situations. By the way, you 
passed with flying colors, honey. The agency is very impressed with you, and is rather keen to keep you on 
This was unreal Then | remembered Axl's giant fib about Isbell's mood stabilizer, that | now realized he was 


completely full of shit, and my unbelieving skepticism sniped, “They won't just throw me out in the field | have 
to be college or military educated. And l'm neither." 


"Neither is Isbell. But he was the right man for his job." 

"He's different. He was blackmailed into his position" 

Axl paused, then he shrugged, palms facing upward. 

| was too flabbergasted to speak. Then | gasped, "Axl, am | going to be an interrogator?" Panicking wildly, | 
remembered the scars savagely burned into Isbell, and frightened tears began welling in my eyes. / dont want 
fo go to "trade school" or wield a picanal 

"No, darlin’. You are going to assist him, not do his job. Or get in his way" 

Í wasnt following 

He smiled wolfishly. "You're bait" 

What? None of this was making any sense. 

"You will act as a facilitator. Isbell needs his marks to come to him, and as you know, his people skills aren't his 
brightest talent. As beautiful and capable as you are, you will draw them in like moths to a flame. You'll gather 
intel, set up meetings, ask the gentle questions, do what you need to do, and then hand them off to him. And 


you'll get to travel the world like you want to." 


| didn't hear his last sentence, because the subtle implications of do what you need fo do slapped me directly in 


the face. 


"Am | going to have to have sex with these marks?" | asked warily, dimly realizing that | might be leading men 
to their doom. 


And that | might've damned a man already. 
‘No, you don't have to. You don't have to have sex with bell, but | doubt you can help yourself.” 


| shot him an unamused dirty look. That wasnt what you told me before. 


"But | think that's an important part of your arrangement" 


| wasn't listening, my dumbfounded mind trying to nail a coherent thought to a wall. | muttered, "Agent 
Constance Robinson" 


Axls unflinching green eyes met mine as he faintly shook his head, holding my gaze until an unbelievable, 


devastating understanding kicked in. 
NO 


No. No. No. 


He cleared his throat. "Isbell's disciplinary actions were designed to make him more manageable, and Hannity 
believed a spouse would settle him down" 


No. 

/ was supposed to marry a factory worker. A union man Not a professional torturer. 

He's a cold-blooded murderer 

I cant be his wife. 

"No," | gasped, suddenly lightheaded, shaking my head wildly, shocked tears starting to fall 


"Connie," Axl said gently, "You know he already thinks you belong to him. You will never be able to marry 


another man as long as he's alive.” 

| was breathing hard, not getting enough air. / tank he killed Frank 

| know he dd 

Maybe that's my weddng present 

Axl smiled weakly, holding my hands. "The agency és willing to send you to Africa for your honeymoon" 
"Nol" | blurted, crying harder. / have fo be dreaming This cant be happening 

| just want a normal life. With a normal man 


He's too unpredictable. 


"| can't. | just can't." 
| cant spend the rest of my life with a man who won't even kiss me. 


"Connie," he stroked my hands, letting me cry, comfortingly squeezing my arms. "Oh, Connie, | really wish it 
wasn't me that had to tell you this. If you decline this offer, we have some very, very compromising video 
footage of you with Isbell. Specifically, in front of the window, against his desk, on his desk, on the floor, as well 
as in his bed. And it is graphic." 


| went cold all the way to my bones, weakly hanging my head as my vision went hazy and the edges turned 
black, gasping hard, unsuccessfully fighting an urge to vomit. My dry mouth started watering, and | dizzily 
made it to the trashcan just in time. 


Axl came over and stood beside me, holding my hair back, gently patting the tears off my face. He placed a 
kind arm protectively around me and | shakily leaned into him, heaving against his chest, completely shattered | 


had been unwittingly filmed nakedly having sex and the agency was forcing me into marriage with an unfeeling 


killer. 


"Shh," he whispered gently, warmly rocking me, a compassionate hand tenderly brushing wayward strands of 
hair out of my eyes, "It's not going to be so bad You enjoy fucking him, don't you?" 


"Axl," | rasped, my throat aching, "that's sex, not marriage. A marriage is forever." 
"Well, it may be a very short forever. He probably won't live long." 
| weakly knitted my brows. "Did you find lung cancer?" 


He patted my hair. "No. But his luck is going run out, I'm sure of it. He's been shot, stabbed, electrocuted, you 
name it. He's going to meet a violent end, from his job or by just being Isbell. And it may be soon" 


But Hl miss him. 
And why do you sound like you want him gone? 
"What happens to me if he dies?" 


"Well, he makes really good money, and he never spends a dime of it on anything. Plus, the agency carries one 
helluva nice insurance policy on him, and you'd be his beneficiary, and there's whatever he's got set up for his 
pension, plus your own pay and benefits. You were started out on a field agent's salary, that was my idea. And 
you'd still have a job. We'd make sure you were pretty well taken care of. The agency is very good to our 


own. 


Yeah, after it backs them into a corner and takes out their throat 


| digested this, breathing slightly slower and calmer, slightly reassured that | would be at least be financially 
taken care of even if | was widowed, reluctantly understanding how deep my feelings for Isbell actually ran, 
dazedly realizing my needs were actually very well taken care of now. 

By..my fiancée. 

Guess | have to make a marriage work with Isbell Maybe one day we'll have a relationshp that isn't just sex. 
We are growing closer, and domesticity seems to be agreeing with him. 

| always wanted to see the world 


And that sonofabitch Frank deserved everything he got. 


Axl's arms gripped me tighter, and his suddenly wicked expression could only be described as predatory. "When 
he dies, | get you all to myself," he breathed against my cheek. 


| grew completely cold again, a mute panic frantically awakening. 


| have approached the agency about you becoming my assistant when, not if, Isbell dies, since you are so 


adaptable." He suggestively licked his lips. "They agreed." 


Those emerald eyes were glittering. "Izzy and | share everything | beat off watching those tapes of you two 
every night, there's hours of footage of him teaching you how to fuck." He snickered as one hand purposefully 
traveled down the waistband of his pants. "You even put on a little strip show for him, I've watched it again 
and again. You are so fucking loud when you come, you make my dick ache and | know exactly what you like.” 


His tongue darted out and suggestively curled up. "Your pussy loves to be eaten And I'm ravenous for a taste." 
| pulled away from him, gasping in astonished disbelief, and he chuckled darkly as he roughly jerked at himself. 
"Ill teach you what a threesome is, show you uhh how to take a dick up your ass. You ahh really will scream 
with two cocks inside you," he growled. 

"Get out," | gritted. | had reached my breaking point, and | now knew where Isbell kept his service pistol. 

And I'd blow Axl's head off without a second thought if he forced himself on me. 

He stopped fondling himself and moved to leave, then winked and grabbed his crotch, lecherously pointing his 


tongue at me. "You know I'll be back," he said in a low voice. 


| was completely exhausted. | had howled and bawled, anxiously pacing in the kitchen until my legs could not 


physically hold me up any longer. 


Utterly spent, | quietly crawled into bed beside Isbell, who was awake but hadn't gotten up. | placed my hands 
over my swollen eyes and he leaned over and pulled them off, holding them in his hands, unblinkingly peering at 


my tearstained face. 


"Why did you say no to marrying me?" He wasn't mocking or demanding, just speaking slightly quieter than 


usual. 

Surely thats not hurt | hear in his voice. 
ks it? 

"Am | that bad?" He was nearly inaudible. 


No. No, yourre not.| faintly shook my head, stunned, considering the tenuous possibility that Isbell might actually 


care for me too. 


He moved closer and gently placed his warm hands on either side of my face. "Connie, are you still afraid of 


me?" he asked softly. 

| stared into his startlingly handsome face, into those terrifying dark eyes, internally shuddering at the 
barbaric act he'd committed today, wondering how long he'd drawn out Frank's torture, if he'd coldly ignored 
him begging for his life, how much of his incriminating blood he washed off himself as it stained the water and 
remorselessly swirled down the drain 


And shook my head no. 


Still holding my face, he intensely, accurately read everything my unguarded eyes told him with his, and stared 
at my parted lips. 


| laid one of my hands over his and smiled into his fierce gaze, sweetly encouraging him. 

Then he looked down and began roughly unbuttoning my blouse. 

Oh yes, | forgot, this is all | am to you, something to use. 

| sighed. /d better get used to laying down for him while he gets his kicks. 

That's what married life is like. 

| laid there, sighing again in heartsick disappointment, my mind careening as he quickly stripped me, still trying 


To process our coerced matrimony, my new job position, Axl's disgusting threats, everything, then his mouth 
sucked hard on my naked breast, arching me off the bed with a loud cry, rendering me unable to think about 


anything 
| hate you, Isbell 
His teeth playfully found my ripple, and | bit my bottom lip and reluctantly groaned. 


"Even if I'd make a good husband and take you all over the world with me," he murmured against me, "you 
don't want to be my bride?" His tongue sweetly soothed the stiffened nub, affectionate amusement shining up 
in those gleaming eyes. "That's a shame, you'd make me such a beautiful one." He intensely looked into my eyes 
again, taking my breath as he stroked my cheek with the back of his fingers. He delicately kissed up my chest, 
his warm lips soft as they invitingly roamed my neck, and | embraced him hard as | excitedly squirmed under 


his pleasurable touch. 


Ooh, | really hate you, Isbell 
İd really hate to travel the world with you too. 


| had my eyes closed when | felt him smooth my hair back and kiss my forehead. "My beautiful partner, 


you're mine forever," he rasped. 

| smiled at his words, eyes still rapturously shut. YES OH YES 

"Are you mine?" he murmured, both of his hands on my cheeks again 

| opened my heavy eyelids to find his black eyes, and not breaking his brutally consuming gaze, | nodded 


He beamed and pressed his lips to the bridge of my nose. "Then | guess | need to ask you if you'll be my wife," 
and pulled my face to his for a tender, scorching kiss. 


| was momentarily stunned, then desperately kissed him back, his receptive lips just as demanding now as they 
had been in my bed. | wrapped my arms hard around his neck and kissed him deeper, wildly drowning in his 
mouth, his arms wrapped tightly around me, my hand reaching up and twining in his hair. | broke away for a 
quick breath, not wanting to stop, feverishly kissing him and arching up, urgently pressing my naked body 


against his, my shameless legs opening and wrapping around his waist. 


Still furiously, insistently kissing and groaning, he reached behind him and pulled my legs apart, then rolled over 
and flipped me on top of him, gasping my name as he entered me. | threw my hips forward and moaned, then 
threw my arms around his shoulders and found his mouth again in an insatiable frenzy. When | came up for a 
breath again, he pushed my hair out of my face and grinned, then gently placed his hand on my cheek and 
breathlessly peered up into my eyes. 


"Is that a yes?" 


| laughed, then placed my palms on his chest, steadied myself on my knees, and began thrusting forward, then | 
heard a deep voice rasp behind me, "Oh, | want in on this." 


"No!" | screamed in shaken horror, ineffectively grasping at the covers, my arms covering my bare breasts. 


"Axl, get out!" 

"Axl, she's my wife," Isbell coolly drawled under me. 
"She's agreed to it?" 

"| don't think she's saying no.” 

"So you're getting married?" 

"Looking like it's a possibilty." 


The entire time he spoke to Axl, Isbell had been almost imperceptibly, irresistibly rocking up, hitting a very 


appreciative spot, just enough that | needed more. 
Stop that,| mouthed at him, my eyes incredulously wide. 
Grinning broadly, he shook his head and mouthed no. 


My eyes were rolling backwards Even though | was completely unnerved by Axl's sinister and unwelcome 


presence, | desperately needed to buck hard against Isbell and scream. 


Then | heard a terrifying metallic clang as Axl unbuckled his belt. "I'm really pissed you two started the 


honeymoon without me." 
From under me, Isbell savagely growled, "Axl, if you ever touch my wife, | will gut you like a fucking pig." 


| warily looked over my naked shoulder as Axl widened his eyes and stopped moving forward. "Oh, c'mon Izz, 


you can't be serious." 


Isbell's huge eyes never left me. "Another step and you're a dead man" His icy tone left no doubt how sincere 


he was. 
The bedroom door angrily banged shut, and | slammed against Isbell with all | had and we howled, then | rolled 
us over and kissed my husband-to-be, his passionate tongue in my mouth, his penis thrusting deeply inside me, 


an unseen camera capturing it all, an enchanting African honeymoon in our future. 


| just hope this sonotabitch stays alive. 


